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CHAPTER    I 


"  We  shall  not  acknowledge  that  old  stars  fade, 
or  alien  planets  arise, 

That  the  sere  bush  buds,  or  the  desert  blooms, 
or  the  ancient  well-head  dries  ; 

Or  any  new  compass  wherewith  new  men  adven- 
ture beneath  new  skies." 

"  The  Old  Men,"  RUDYARD  KIPLING. 

IT  had  been  a  cold,  wet  summer  season  of  rough 
weather,  a  season  disastrous  to  the  small 
tradesmen  and  small  lodging-house  keepers  of 
the  small — and  not  too  popular — seaside  resort.  Al- 
ready, at  the  end  of  August,  it  was  as  cold  as  winter  ; 
the  wind  blew  stormily  along  the  bleak  straggling 
main  street,  and  the  sea  was  a  waste  of  tumbling 
white  waters  away  to  the  hard  easterly  horizon. 
The  bunch  of  wooden  toy  spades  hanging  at  Mr. 
Trimble's  door  clattered  dismally  in  the  blast,  as 
if  their  teeth  were  chattering  ;  the  wreath  of  smoke 
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coming  out  of  the  chimney  of  the  Temperance 
Hotel  hurried  away  like  a  scared  ghost. 

Ruth  Charlton,  hastening  home  at  a  great  pace 
because  she  was  late  for  tea — she  generally  was  late 
for  tea — had  her  ears  smartly  boxed  by  the  flying 
corner  of  her  mackintosh,  caught  in  a  sudden  gust ; 
and  swore  at  it  with  such  sudden  and  heartfelt 
vehemence  that  it  was,  perhaps,  fortunate  that 
the  street  chanced  just  then  to  be  so  deserted. 

The  Charltons  lived  in  The  Crescent.  The 
Crescent  stood,  decorously,  a  little  back  from  the 
main  street ;  but  still  it  was  within  sight  of  the 
sea,  as  sundry  genteel  advertisements  in  the  local 
papers  modestly  testified.  There  had  always  been 
one  or  two  boarding  houses  in  The  Crescent ;  but 
they  were  so  very  select  that  there  was  really  nothing 
to  complain  of.  There  was  a  select  little  school  for 
young  ladies,  too,  kept  by  the  Misses  Anderson. 
All  the  young  ladies  of  The  Crescent  had  been  to 
the  Misses  Anderson's — Ruth  herself  had  once 
been  a  pupil  there,  and  so  had  her  two  elder  sisters. 
It  was  so  extremely  convenient,  you  see ;  and, 
above  all,  so  cheap. 

The  houses  in  The  Crescent  were  built  of  yellow 
brick,  in  the  cramped  and  unsightly  fashion  be- 
queathed to  us  by  the  nineteenth  century.  All 
the  windows  were  heavy  and  tricky  and  difficult  to 
open,  which,  perhaps,  was  the  reason  why  they 
were  opened  so  seldom  ;  and  each  window  displayed 
a  pair  of  Nottingham  lace  curtains  with  a  neat 
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parting  down  the  centre,  except  the  Misses  Ander- 
son's, which  was  austere  and  scholarly  in  green 
art  serge.  Before  every  house  there  was  a  tiny 
gravelled  court,  or  area,  surrounded  by  high  iron 
railings  ;  and  it  appeared  customary  to  ornament 
this  enclosure  with  a  cairn  of  lumpy  white  stones, 
as  if  some  barbarian  ancestor  lay  buried  there, 
though  truly,  unless  all  the  barbarian  ancestors 
had  been  bisected  in  battle,  it  would  have  been 
rather  a  tight  fit  to  get  them  in. 

Ruth's  eldest  sister,  Jessie,  opened  the  door  in 
answer  to  her  impatient  ring.  She  was  not  much 
like  Ruth,  being  plump  and  fair,  with  smooth  hair, 
and  such  a  quiet  manner  that  she  often  sat  through 
a  whole  meal  time  without  saying  anything.  Dur- 
ing the  last  few  years  she  had  gradually  annexed 
the  housekeeping,  leaving  Mrs.  Charlton  free  for 
her  many  philanthropic  and  parochial  activities ; 
and  it  must  in  fairness  be  admitted  that  the  house 
was  decidedly  more  comfortable  and  orderly  under 
her  management  than  it  had  ever  been  before. 
You  may  see  people  like  Jessie  in  every  household 
— placid,  healthy,  entirely  neutral  people ;  and 
you  may  admire  them  for  their  unselfish  devo- 
tion to  the  comfort  and  well-being  of  their  more 
flighty  and  ambitious  relatives,  or  you  may  pity 
them  for  their  apparent  lack  of  will-power  and 
lack  of  ambition  ;  but  in  any  case  they  wouldn't 
understand  you,  for  they  are  quite  happy,  ab- 
sorbed in  their  own  little  world  of  cares  and  plea- 
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sures,  and  can't  conceive  why  any  sensible  person 
should  be  otherwise.  They  are  so  sensible,  so 
devastatingly  sensible,  themselves,  and  usually 
they  become  a  trifle  dogmatic  and  prejudiced  as 
they  grow  older.  But  one  thing  is  certain  :  they 
will  never  give  a  moment's  unnecessary  trouble 
to  anybody — I  really  can't  think  why  it  is  we  don't 
like  them  better  than  we  do. 

Jessie  stood  now  in  silence,  regarding  Ruth  as 
she  hurried  into  the  little  narrow  hall — it  was 
rather  gloomy,  being  imperfectly  lighted  by  one 
gas  jet  in  a  red  glass  lantern — hurried  out  of  her 
mackintosh,  and  hung  it  up  "  all  anyhow "  on 
the  overladen  row  of  pegs  behind  the  door.  At 
length  she  said  : 

'  You're  awfully  late  again.    Uncle  George  is 
here,  and  Edie  and  Archie  with  the  baby." 

Ruth  made  a  slight  grimace. 

"  Are  they  feeding  ?  "  she  inquired. 

Jessie  replied  that  she  had  just  taken  the  tea  in. 

"I'll  be  down  in  a  sec,  then  ;  must  just  wash 
my  hands,"  said  Ruth,  and  raced  upstairs  two 
at  a  time. 

Divested  of  her  mackintosh  and  cap,  she  ap- 
peared as  a  tall,  dark-haired  young  woman,  with  a 
light,  boyish  figure,  a  firm  mouth  and  chin,  and  dark 
eyes  with  a  certain  defiance  in  them.  She  wore  a 
brown  knitted  jersey,  and  a  short  and  rather  shabby 
tweed  skirt  ;  and  was  still  wearing  them  when 
she  ran  downstairs  again,  five  minutes  later,  to 
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join  the  assembled  company,  which  was  very 
shocking,  when  everybody  else  was  "  dressed," 
"  dressed,"  too,  in  slight  mourning  for  Mrs.  Charl- 
ton's  old  father  who  had  died  six  months  before  ; 
but  he  had  been  paralysed  for  seven  years,  and 
it  was  a  blessed  release,  and  he  had  left  a  hun- 
dred pounds  to  his  daughter  and  fifty  to  each  of 
her  children,  so  they  were  by  this  time  quite  resigned 
to  their  bereavement. 

Uncle  George  was  a  large,  red-faced,  clean-shaven 
man,  with  a  loud  cough  and  a  portentous  manner, 
who  liked  to  do  good  in  an  inexpensive  way.  Since 
Captain  Charlton's  death,  now  some  twelve  years 
ago,  he  had  constituted  himself  general  adviser 
to  the  household,  a  position  which  suited  him 
excellently.  He  was  married  to  the  wealthy  local 
daughter  of  a  wealthy  local  brewer,  who  looked 
upon  the  Charltons  as  very  poor  relations,  and 
kept  them  at  a  distance,  or  they  kept  her  at  a 
distance — at  any  rate,  the  distance  was  there. 
Besides,  she  was  Chapel. 

Mrs.  Charlton  was  a  plump,  smiling  little  woman, 
with  glossy  black  hair  and  very  pretty  hands. 
Everybody  said  of  her,  first,  that  she  was  very 
pleasant,  and  secondly,  that  she  was  a  great  church 
worker ;  and  this  sums  her  up.  She  was  very 
pleasant ;  she  was  a  great  church  worker.  When 
Stephen,  the  eldest  son  and  the  darling  of  her  heart, 
had  expressed  a  conviction  that  he  was  "  called  " 
to  become  a  curate,  her  pride  and  delight  quite 
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outweighed  any  consideration  of  the  financial 
outlay  involved  by  this  Divine  summons.  So 
the  family  went  on  short  commons  for  six  years, 
and  Stephen  became  a  curate.  He  was  at  present 
labouring  in  a  small  rural  parish,  only  fifty  miles 
away,  but  a  good  six  hours'  journey  by  train. 
The  other  boy,  Stanley,  had  only  just  left  school, 
and  was  to  go  into  an  office  next  month.  Edith, 
the  second  daughter  and  the  family  beauty,  had 
been  married  for  some  two  years  now  to  a  young 
solicitor,  Archie  Sanders,  and  was  becoming  a 
little  matronly. 

The  dining-room  was  not  very  large,  and  ap- 
peared smaller  than  it  was  by  reason  of  several 
unwieldy  pieces  of  heavy  mahogany  furniture. 
The  fireplace  presented  a  vast  expanse  of  black- 
lead,  dismal  to  the  housekeeping  mind  ;  it  also 
boasted  an  art  serge  "  border  "  to  the  mantelpiece, 
embroidered  by  Jessie ;  but,  as  the  mantelpiece 
was  a  marble  one,  the  supporting  columns  showed 
beneath  it  like  a  pair  of  very  long  and  chilly  bare  legs 
imperfectly  covered  by  a  badly  shrunken  serge  skirt. 

Uncle  George  sat  at  one  end  of  the  table  and 
served  the  fish  cakes.  Mrs.  Charlton  poured  out 
tea  in  an  absent-minded,  smiling  fashion,  as  she 
did  everything,  giving  milk  to  all  the  people  who 
didn't  take  milk,  and  sugar  to  all  the  people  who 
didn't  take  sugar.  Jessie,  no  doubt,  secretly 
longed  to  relieve  her  from  this  task  also,  but  was 
too  dutiful  to  suggest  it. 
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"  And  where  may  you  have  been,  Ruth  ?  " 
Uncle  George  demanded,  as  his  niece  entered,  still 
a  little  out  of  breath,  and  with  the  raindrops  shin- 
ing like  diamonds  in  her  curly  hair. 

Ruth  replied  that  she  had  been  at  the  rink,  and 
finding  her  place  after  a  little  search,  sat  down. 

"  At  the  rink  ?  "  said  Uncle  George,  handing 
plates.  "  Now  I'd  like  to  know  how  much  of 
your  money  you  spend  at  that  rink  every  week  ?  " 

"  Well,  I  shan't  spend  much  more,  uncle,  at 
any  rate.  It  shuts  on  Saturday." 

"  Oh,  I  say,  does  it  ?  "  exclaimed  Stanley. 
"  What  bosh  !  " 

"  A  very  good  thing,"  said  Uncle  George  sen- 
tentiously.  "  Waste  of  time.  Waste  of  money." 

Edith,  who  always  made  herself  very  pleasant 
to  Uncle  George,  from  a  wifely  sense  of  diplomacy 
—he  was  able  to  put  plenty  of  work  in  her  hus- 
band's way — observed  affably  that  they  said  a 
lot  of  people  had  lost  money  over  the  rink. 

"  Serve  'em  right,"  said  Uncle  George.  "  There 
was  Barker,  you  know — he  came  to  me  at  the 
first,  askin'  me  to  take  shares  in  it.  Oh,  indeed, 
I  said,  it's  ridiculous  rubbish,  and  you  know  it, 
putting  up  a  place  like  that  in  a  place  like  this, 
where  the  visitors  won't  more  than  pay  your  rates 
at  the  best  of  times.  And  Barker,  he  laughed 
at  me — he's  laughing  the  other  side  of  his  mouth 
now,  I  reckon." 

"  I  looked  in  there  myself  once,  in  the  first  fort- 
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night,"  said  Archie  Sanders,  who  had  a  sharp, 
decisive  manner,  and  was  always  being  reproved 
from  the  Bench  for  gabbling  his  words,  "  and 
there  seemed  to  me  to  be  absolutely  nothin'  doing 
at  all.  Absolutely  nothin'.  Can't  think  how  it's 
kept  open  so  long — can't  think." 

"  Ruth  has  been  quite  crazy  over  that  rink," 
observed  Mrs.  Charlton,  smiling  at  the  shrivelled 
fern  in  the  centre  of  the  table,  and  pouring  a  little 
tea  into  the  sugar  basin  by  mistake.  "  She's 
been  there  every  day  since  it  opened,  I'm  sure§ 
Haven't  you,  Ruth  ?  " 

"  Well,  hardly  that,  mater.  I  often  go  in  for 
an  hour  in  the  afternoon,  certainly." 

"I  generally  go  in  the  evening,"  proclaimed 
Stanley,  to  nobody  in  particular.  "  I  like  the 
evenings  best,  because  of  the  band.  Awful  sport ! 
Turn,  tiddle,  turn,  tiddle,  tumty,  tumtv,  turn 
tiddle " 

"  Don't,  dear  !  "  said  Jessie  quietly. 

Uncle  George  turned  a  disapproving  eye  upon 
him.  '  You  go,  too  ?  And  who  pays  for  you,  I 
should  like  to  know  ?  Do  you  pay  for  him,  Sophy  ?  " 

Mrs.   Charlton  smilingly  shook  her  head. 

"  No.  It's  Ruth,"  said  Stanley  bluntly.  "  She's 
flush,  you  know,  since  she  got  her  legacy.  But 
I'm  going  to  pay  her  back  when  I'm  twenty-one 
and  get  mine,  aren't  I,  Ruth  ?  " 

'Well,  I  hope  so,"  said  his  sister,  laughing, 
but  colouring  a  little  as  she  laughed.  "Ah,  I'm 
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afraid  you're  going  the  broad  path,  Stan.  In 
debt  already  on  the  strength  of  your  expectations ! 
And,  anyway,  we  don't  talk  about  these  little  affairs 
to  our  rich  uncle,  you  know — very  bad  policy, 
that !  " 

Uncle  George  looked  exceedingly  displeased. 

"  Girls  oughtn't  to  have  the  handling  of  money 
like  that ;  that's  what  I  think,"  he  remarked  em- 
phatically. "  I  suppose  you  know  that's  all  the 
money  of  your  own  you'll  ever  have  to  handle, 
eh?  " 

"  Yes ;  you've  told  me  so  before,"  Ruth  said 
coldly,  with  all  the  merriment  and  mischief  gone 
from  her  face  in  a  flash. 

Stanley  regarded  her  with  an  expression  of 
troubled  perplexity,  and  began  murmuring  softly  : 

"  Turn,  tiddle,  turn,  tiddle,  tumty,  tumty Oh, 

I  say,  Ruth,  by  the  by,"  he  exclaimed  suddenly, 
"  how  about  that  instructor  chap — Jolivard  ?  I 
suppose  he's  got  the  push  ?  " 

"  I  suppose  so,"  Ruth  replied  briefly. 

"  I  liked  him,  you  know,"  continued  the  irre- 
pressible Stanley.  "  I  had  two  lessons  from  him 
when  I  was  beginning.  What  I  mean  is,  he's  a 
gentleman,  isn't  he  ?  " 

"  I  dare  say  he  is,"  Ruth  said  lightly.  "  But 
I  don't  know  very  much  about  gentlemen. 
Edie,  I  wonder  if  you'd  mind  changing  places  with 
me  ?  I  know  you  don't  mind  the  fire,  and  I'm 
getting  perfectly  roasted  here." 
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"  Oh,  certainly,  dear,"  said  Edith,  rising  at 
once  with  the  sweetest  smile. 

Edith  had  been  an  angel  in  the  home  ever  since 
she  had  married  and  escaped  from  it.  Before 
that  she  had  not  been  an  angel  in  the  home,  but 
rather  the  reverse. 

Uncle  George,  after  a  brief  frowning  pause  of 
meditation  and  fish-cake,  turned  again  to  his 
youngest  niece,  coughed  portentously,  and  said  : 

"  Now,  look  here,  what  I  want  to  know  is,  how 
all  this  gallopading  about  on  skates  is  going  to 
help  you  get  a  husband  ?  " 

Ruth's  cheeks  flamed  suddenly  scarlet — but 
not,  I  fear,  with  the  pleasing  bashful  modesty  of 
fictional  maidenhood.  Rather  was  it  a  red  flag 
of  revolt  hung  out — the  swift  flush  of  the  fighter 
who  sees  his  enemy  approaching.  But  all  she 
said  was  : 

"  Did  you  think  I  went  to  the  rink  for  that 
purpose,  then,  uncle  ?  Really,  I  don't !  " 

"No,  no;  that's  what  I'm  sayin',"  remarked 
Uncle  George,  turning  a  little  in  his  chair  and 
jerking  his  head  as  if  to  get  his  niece  properly  into 
focus.  "  There's  too  much  of  this  gallopading 
about  altogether — that's  what  it  is.  Far  too 
much  !  You'll  come  to  no  good  that  way." 

"  I  suppose  you  mean,"  said  Ruth  dryly,  "  that, 
as  I've  been  totally  untrained  for  any  other  occupa- 
tion,? I'd  better  begin  working  my  personal  charms 
for  what  they  will  fetch,  is  that  it  ?  " 
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"  Now,  now,  now  !  "  said  Uncle  George  warningly. 

Archie  Sanders  helped  himself  energetically  to 
jam ;  Edie  looked  at  her  plate. 

"  Turn,  tiddle,  turn  tiddle,  tumty,  tumty,  turn 
tiddle  !  "  said  Stanley. 

"  Well,  uncle,  what  else  do  you  mean  ?  "  Ruth 
spoke  with  a  sudden  passionate  energy.  "  You're 
quite  right :  it  is  the  only  thing,  the  only  prospect, 
for  girls  like  me.  I  may  not  like  the  prospect, 
but  there's  no  alternative,  except  stopping  at  home 
and — and  stewing." 

"  Stewing !  "  repeated  Uncle  George,  raising 
his  eyebrows.  "  You  pick  up  some  queer  words 
at  that  rink  !  " 

"  Well,  stifling,  if  you  like  that  better,  uncle. 
Stifling  and  choking  for  a  breath  of  fresh  air.  My 
only  chance  of  escape,  as  you  say,  is  to  persuade 
some  fool  of  a  man  with  more  money  than  brains 
to  undertake  my  lifelong  support  in  return  for 
— for  my  charms,  in  fact."  Uncle  George,  who 
had  slowly  opened  his  mouth  wider  and  wider, 
shut  it  again  with  a  slight  puff  of  relief.  "  And 
that  would  only  be  escape  into  another  form  of 
dependence,  where,  however,  I  should  at  least 
feel  that  I  was  driving  a  fairer  bargain." 

"  Well,  upon  my  word ! "  exclaimed  Uncle 
George,  genuinely  horrified  to  find  that  his  inno- 
cent raillery  had  dropped  a  spark  into  this  explo- 
sive material.  "  Girls  are  changed  from  what 
they  were  when  I  was  young,  I  think !  " 
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"  Are  they  ?  "  Ruth  inquired.  "How  do  you 
know  ?  It's  not  likely  they'd  ever  tell  you  !  " 

After  a  moment's  consideration,  Uncle  George 
prudently  decided  to  treat  this  impertinence  with 
the  contempt  it  deserved  ;  so  he  drew  himself  up 
a  little,  and  leant  forward  to  say,  with  a  raised 
admonitory  forefinger  : 

"Now,  look  here,  my  girl,  you  be  thankful  for 
a  good  home,  and  people  that  are  willing  to  put 
up  with  your  fads  and  tempers ;  and  don't  go 
picking  up  with  notions  like  that.  You  don't 
know  when  you're  well  off,  in  my  opinion.  There's 
many  and  many  a  poor  girl  would  hardly  know 
herself  in  a  nice  room,  with  a  good  meal  before 
her  " — Uncle  George  vaguely  indicated  the  cool- 
ing fish-cakes — "  and  a  good  bed  to  lie  down  in  at 
nights.  So  think  of  that,  and  leave  notions  to 
those  that  know  no  better." 

'  You  might  say  something  very  similar,"  Ruth 
remarked,  conscious  of  the  eyes  of  the  family  upon 
her  to  see  what  reply  she  had  to  make  to  this, 
"  to  a  man  in  Dartmoor  prison." 

"  Oh,  very  well !  "  retorted  Uncle  George,  becom- 
ing a  trifle  ruffled.  "  Your  good  home's  a  prison, 
is  it  ?  Well,  there  are  no  locks  and  bolts,  at  any 
rate.  You  walk  out  and  be  independent,  and 
show  us  what  you  can  do  on  your  own,  since 
you're  so  very  clever.  Go  on  !  Nobody's  stopping 
you  !  " 

"  Shall  I  ?  "  said  Ruth,  raising  her  eyes  to  meet 
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his  across  the  table.  "  I  will,  if  you  like.  You 
know  the  only  thing  I've  been  trained  for." 

Archie  Sanders  made  a  little  clattering  noise 
with  his  spoon  and  cup. 

"  Be  quiet,  Ruth  !  "  said  Uncle  George,  frowning. 
'  You  don't  know  what  you're  talking  about ; 
and  let  me  tell  you,  it's  not  modest.  You  never 
heard  such  talk  here,  I'll  be  bound.  It's  just 
what  you  pick  up  at  that  rink,  and  a  pity  your 
mother  ever  let  you  go  there." 

"  /  couldn't  help  it,  George,"  said  Mrs.  Charlton, 
lifting  her  black  eyebrows  with  a  deprecating 
smile,  and  a  deprecating  gesture  of  her  pretty 
hands. 

"  Well,  uncle,  why  humbug  about  it  ?  I  don't 
mind  a  bit  looking  at  it  in  a  business-like  way, 
but  I  do  hate  all  this  silly  pretence  that  it  isn't 
business.  You  know  well  enough  that  you  wouldn't 
let  me  marry  the  grocer's  man." 

"  Do  you  want  to  ?  "  exclaimed  Uncle  George, 
in  astonishment. 

"  No,  certainly  not — besides,  he's  as  old  as  you 
are,  and  bald.  What  I  meant  was,  you  wouldn't 
let  me  make  a  bad  bargain  if  you  could  help  it,  and 
the  better  bargain  I  made  the  more  you'd  all  con- 
gratulate me  :  say  I'd  done  very  well  for  myself, 
in  fact.  And  you  only  consider  it  as  a  money 
bargain,  too  ;  you'd  sooner  have  the  grocer's  man, 
for  all  his  oldness  and  his  baldness,  if  he'd  just 
won  the  Calcutta  Sweep,  than  any  clean,  sound 
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healthy  young  fellow  with  a  hundred  and  fifty  a 
year." 

"  Ah,"  said  Uncle  George  knowingly,  "  now 
we're  coming  to  it.  Who  is  he  ?  I  thought  there 
was  somethin'  goin'  on  at  that  rink  we  hadn't 
heard  about.  Ha,  ha,  ha !  We  might  have 
guessed — eh,  Archie  ?  " 

"  You're  mistaken,  I  think,  uncle,"  put  hi  Edith 
very  sweetly.  "  It's  been  a  little  disappointment, 
that's  what  all  the  fuss  is  about." 

"  Oh,  Edie,  don't  be  so  servanty !  "  said  Ruth. 

And  Edith  laughed  loudly,  and  glanced  mean- 
ingly at  her  husband,  who  avoided  her  eye  and 
looked  as  thoroughly  uncomfortable  as  a  husband 
under  such  circumstances  always  does. 

"  Turn,  tiddle,  turn,  tiddle,  tumty,  tumty,  turn, 
tiddle  !  "  said  Stanley. 

"  Don't,  dear  !  "  said  Jessie  again. 

"  Humph ! "  remarked  Uncle  George,  and 
looked  significantly  at  his  sister.  "  What  did  I 
tell  you,  Sophy  ?  " 

Mrs.  Charlton,  being  quite  unable  to  recollect 
what  he  had  told  her,  or,  indeed,  if  he  had  told 
her  anything  at  all,  smiled  vaguely,  sighed  and 
said  : 

'  Yes,  I'm  sure ;  of  course,  she's  exactly  like 
her  father  !  " 

This,  curiously  enough,  was  Mrs.  Charlton's 
bitterest  term  of  reproach,  although  she  had 
been  exceedingly  happy  with  her  husband,  and 
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mourned  him  sincerely  when  he  died.  Possibly 
she  felt  that  in  some  way  it  relieved  her  from 
responsibility. 

Stanley,  suddenly  pausing  in  his  melody,  in- 
quired if  Ruth  would  like  his  job  at  the  ratty  old 
office  next  month  ?  For  if  so,  she  could  jolly  well 
have  it ! 

"  I  should,  and  your  education  to  back  it," 
retorted  his  sister.  "  How  would  you  like  my 
job  in  exchange,  with  uncle  always  hinting  that 
it  was  time  you  got  a  wife  to  keep  you,  and  so 
save  your  board  and  lodging  ?  " 

"  Well,  bless  me,  Ruth,  what  is  it  you  want  to 
do  ?  "  exclaimed  Mrs.  Charlton,  still  smiling  from 
force  of  habit,  but  speaking  with  considerable 
annoyance.  "  Do  you  want  to  go  out  as  a  general 
servant,  or  what  ?  Upon  my  word  !  " 

"  That's  just  it,  mater,  I  should  be  hopelessly 
incompetent  now,  even  as  a  general  servant.  I'd 
be  hopelessly  incompetent  as  a  wife,  if  I  should 
happen  to  follow  uncle's  very  kind  advice — all  I 
could  do  would  be  to  muddle  along  and  leave  the 
house  to  the  charwoman  and  the  kids  to  the  nurse- 
maid. You  needn't  look  at  me  like  that,  Edie, 
I'm  speaking  of  myself,  not  you." 

"  Well,  you're  not  conceited,  Ruth,  I'll  say  that 
for  you,"  remarked  Archie  Sanders,  with  a  little 
respectfully  humorous  side-glance  at  Uncle  George. 
"  Of  course,"  he  added  in  a  more  conciliatory  tone, 
"  I  know  there's  a  lot  of  that  talk  going  about  at 
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the  present  time  ;  but  in  my  opinion  it's  exaggerated 
— very  much  exaggerated.  For  any  one'll  tell 
you  that  as  a  matter  of  fact  the  girls  are  ousting 
the  men  at  every  trade  where  they  can  get  a  foot- 
hold, that's  notorious." 

"  I  know,"  Ruth  returned  quickly.  "  But  that 
doesn't  alter,  my  case.  I  may  be  a  hopeless  ana- 
chronism, but  here  I  am,  and  here  I  shall  be,  on 
your  hands,  eating  my  head  off  and  hating  it,  until 
everybody  sees  that  it  would  have  been  wiser  to 
lay  out  a  few  pounds  upon  making  me  decently 
independent  at  first,  if  only  so  that  you  could 
borrow  money  of  me  afterwards." 

"  Yes,  but  what's  the  use  of  that,  Ruth  ?  "  said 
Archie,  warming  a  little  to  the  subject.  "  All 
very  well  in  theory,  I  dare  say ;  but  suppose  you 
give  a  girl  a  costly  professional  training,  and  next 
year  she  goes  and  gets  married — why,  then  it's 
sheer  waste  !  " 

"  Why  should  it  be  waste  ?  "  demanded  Ruth 
sharply.  "  Let  her  go  on  earning  her  living  after 
she's  married  :  save  her  husband's  pocket  and  her 
own  self-respect." 

Archie  laughed  at  this,  with  the  cheerful  enjoy- 
ment of  the  family  man,  and  suggested  : 

"  Well,  but,  Ruth,  who's  to  look  after  the  kids, 
eh?  " 

"  Oh,  the  old  maids  will  look  after  the  kids," 
Ruth  retorted,  "  as  they  do  now.  It's  not  usual 
for  nurses  and  governesses  to  be  married.  And 


THE  SHELTERED  SEX  25 

the  kids  would  be  far  better  off  if  their  mothers 
gave  as  much  time  to  earning  money  as  they  do 
now  to  spending  it." 

"  Ha,  ha  !  "  said  Archie,  with  relish. 

"  Well,  I'm  sure  I  don't  want  to  earn  my  living," 
Edith  remarked  dutifully.  "I've  quite  enough 
to  do  as  it  is,  looking  after  my  home  and  my 
baby." 

"  That's  right,  my  dear,"  said  Uncle  George 
approvingly. 

"  And  look  here,  Ruth,"  Archie  added  after  a 
moment,  "I'll  tell  you  one  thing,  if  you  don't 
know  it  already  :  there  are  only  two  kinds  of  hus- 
bands— the  kind  that  insist  upon  supporting  their 
own  wives,  and  the  kind  that  insist  upon  their 
wives  supporting  them.  Isn't  that  so,  sir  ?  " 

"  That's  so,"  said  Uncle  George,  nodding  his 
head  several  times.  "  Ah,  well,  Archie,  we  needn't 
take  too  much  notice  of  such  nonsense,  I  think. 
She'll  change  her  mind  fast  enough  when  Mr. 
Right  comes  along.  Don't  you  get  downhearted, 
Ruth,  there's  plenty  of  time  yet." 

"  It's  natural  Ruth  should  be  getting  a  little 
anxious,"  murmured  Edith  in  a  low  voice,  looking 
at  no  one  in  particular. 

"  And  one  thing's  certain,"  Mrs.  Charlton  said, 
with  unusual  decision,  "  there's  no  chance  of  any- 
body looking  at  you,  Ruth,  until  you  learn  to 
behave  a  little  better,  and  wear  your  clothes  tidily, 
and  speak  like  a  lady  instead  of  a  great,  rough 
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schoolboy.  I'm  sure  I'm  often  ashamed  of  you." 
"  Ah,  she  doesn't  rightly  know  what  it  is  she 
wants  at  present,"  said  Uncle  George,  passing  his 
cup  to  be  refilled.  "  But  we  know,  don't  we, 
Sophy  ?  No  doubt  about  it !  Yes,  two  lumps, 
please." 

Now  when  our  dear  relatives  begin  to  talk  like 
this,  there  is  always  a  terrible  temptation  to  try 
and  shock  them.  To  Ruth  this  temptation  was 
continually  present :  her  perpetual  secret  rebellion 
against  the  slow,  aimless  conditions  encompassing 
her  impetuous  young  vitality  led  her  recklessly 
into  many  speeches  of  more  than  doubtful  pro- 
priety. Only,  the  appetite  growing  by  what  it 
feeds  upon,  she  had  already  begun  to  hunger  a 
little  for  some  more  positive  way  of  showing  her 
defiance  of  timid  custom  and  hypocritical  con- 
vention— deeds,  not  words.  Words,  however, 
being  at  present  her  only  means  of  expression, 
she  entered  forthwith  upon  a  further  brisk  exposi- 
tion of  her  views  concerning  the  marriage  market 
and  her  own  probable  success  therein.  I  am  afraid 
she  used  the  expression  "  oldest  profession  on 
earth  "  more  than  once — we  have  all  had  that  con- 
versation with  our  Uncle  George,  in  imagination 
if  not  in  reality  ! — until  at  last  Uncle  George  hit 
the  table  a  resounding  blow  with  his  fist,  making 
the  china  dance  and  ring  again :  Mrs.  Charlton 
gave  a  faint  cry;  Archie  Sanders  coughed,  and 
looked  exceedingly  angry ;  Edith  bit  her  lip  and 
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looked  at  the  ceiling  with  much  secret  satisfaction  ; 
and  Jessie  looked  at  nothing,  with  the  blank  gaze 
of  utter  perplexity. 

"  Turn,  tiddle,  turn,  tiddle,  tumty,  tumty,  turn, 
tiddle  !  "  said  Stanley. 

"I'll  tell  you  what  it  is,  Ruth,"  said  Uncle 
George,  with  severe  dignity,  "  you're  hysterical. 
That's  what's  the  matter  with  you.  The  best  thing 
you  can  do  is  to  go  up  to  your  room  and  stay  there 
quiet  in  the  dark  till  you  get  your  senses  back. 
Sophy,  make  her  !  " 

The  silly,  futile  wrangle  !  Of  all  the  silly,  futile 
wrangles  that  trouble  this  queer  old  earth,  surely 
the  ancient  squabble  between  age  and  youth  is 
the  silliest  and  most  futile.  The  younger  genera- 
tion, advancing  gaily  with  banners  flying — clamour- 
ing mightily  for  admittance  at  the  door  of  our 
citadel — that  is  at  least  a  brave,  fine  picture ;  not 
so  the  younger  generation  engaged  in  an  unseemly 
tussle,  this  side  of  the  door,  fighting  vainly  for 
freedom  and  escape  to  the  outer  air. 

And  in  the  end,  of  course,  triumph  for  Uncle 
George ;  and  Ruth  retiring,  sore  and  furious, 
and  with  the  pleasant  consciousness  of  having 
made  a  most  egregious  ass  of  herself,  to  the  shabby 
seclusion  of  her  small  back  bedroom,  with  the  worn 
yellow  furniture  and  the  cracked  gas  globes,  and  the 
carpet  that  was  a  sort  of  resurrection-pie  of  all 
the  worn-out  carpets  in  the  house. 

And,   in   the   lull  that   followed,    Edith,    rising 
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with  a  faint,  sweet  smile  in  Uncle  George's  direction, 
and  an  air  of  great  domestic  virtue,  said  : 
"  I  must  just  go  up  to  Baby  now." 
But  Stanley  rather  spoilt  this  effect  by  remark- 
ing cheerfully  : 

"  Well,  Edie,  I  think  it's  about  time  you  did. 
The  poor  kid's  been  howling  his  head  off  up  in  the 
mater's  room  for  the  last  half-hour,  but  you  were 
too  jolly  interested  to  notice  him  !  " 


CHAPTER   II 


"  I  had  to  steal  my  birthright.  I  stole  it,  and 
was  bitterly  punished.  But  I  saved  my  soul 
alive." 

"  The  Notebooks  of  Samuel  Butler." 

RUTH,  in  fact,  had  arrived  at  precisely  the 
point  where  ten  thousand  other  young 
women,  at  ten  thousand  respectable  tea- 
tables,  had  doubtless  arrived  upon  the  same  after- 
noon. Repression,  monotony,  aimlessness,  self- 
pity,  chafing  indignation,  explosion  :  gentle  senti- 
mentalists who  behold  these  phenomena  explain 
them  all  by  saying  that  the  little  heart  is  longing 
for  love — and  pseudo-scientists  say  the  same  thing 
more  bluntly  in  rather  different  words.  And  they 
are  both  just  a  little  right,  and  both  most  wildly 
and  grotesquely  wrong. 

For  in  all  the  world  there  is  no  impulse  so  tre- 
mendous as  that  great  spirit  of  creation — sometimes 
called  the  Life  Force — which  sets  the  dicky-birds 
a-singing  in  the  springtime,  and  the  pussy-cats 
a-singing  in  the  night,  and  causes  Mary  Ann  to 
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behold  in  her  William  the  graces  of  Adonis  and 
Apollo.  But  we,  who  stand  a  little  higher  than 
the  careless,  happy  beasts,  must  share  in  the  travail 
and  the  joy  of  all  the  gods — and  even  the  bliss 
of  Mary  Ann  and  her  William  is  but  a  playtime 
episode  in  their  busy  lives,  for  to  produce  another 
generation  of  creatures  like  ourselves,  in  a  world 
like  ours,  will  do  little  or  nothing  to  satisfy  the 
tremendous  desire  of  mankind ;  and  we  must 
create  and  create  and  die  creating — books,  pictures, 
poems,  plays ;  mighty  buildings  and  wonderful 
devices  of  iron  and  steel ;  vast  cities  and  new 
continents.  And  meanwhile  our  health  and  com- 
fort go  neglected,  and  our  daily  surroundings  are 
unspeakable,  even  as  the  health  and  comfort  and 
daily  surroundings  of  the  artist  in  his  frenzy  ;  and 
we  care  for  none  of  these  things,  but  find  happiness 
only  in  our  labour  and  the  fulfilment  of  our  longing. 

And  it  is  only  when  we  are  held  back  from  our 
great  purpose,  caged  in  and  baffled  and  fobbed  off 
with  meaningless  pretences  of  existence — when  we 
look  upon  our  work  and  upon  our  very  lives,  and 
see  that  they  are  superfluous — that  we  do  truly 
break  our  hearts ;  and  then  there  are  explosions 
in  respectable  households,  and  foolish  young  women 
going  off  to  sob  in  their  back  bedrooms,  and  foolish 
young  men  rushing  out  to  walk  the  windy  streets 
under  the  infinite  ironic  pity  of  the  stars. 

And  yet  they  know  nothing,  nothing  at  all,  of 
what  really  moves  them,  but  would  probably 
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account  for  all  their  restless  misery  and  discontent 
by  saying  that  they  are  "  misunderstood  "  or  that 
their  place  of  abode  is  a  "  stuffy  hole,"  and  that  if 
they  were  once  out  of  it  they'd  be  all  right ;  or, 
that  they  have  never  had  a  fair  chance ;  or,  that 
all  their  relatives  are  a  set  of  soppy  idiots.  Which 
may  possibly  be  quite  true,  but  scarcely  relevant. 
Now  if  we  should  follow  our  heroine's  movements 
upon  the  afternoon  of  the  day  following  her  little 
tea-table  encounter  with  Uncle  George,  we  may  be 
in  some  danger  of  falling  into  the  trap  laid  for  us 
by  the  gentle  sentimentalists  and  pseudo-scientists 
aforementioned.  So  we  must  be  upon  our  guard : 
remembering,  first,  the  tremendous  force  of  this 
blind  universal  impulse  reacting  upon  a  sensitive 
and  energetic  nature ;  and,  secondly,  that  there  is 
probably  no  creature  on  earth  who  dwells  in  such  a 
state  of  complete  mental  and  spiritual  isolation  as 
does  the  inexperienced,  cheaply  educated,  home- 
bred young  person  of  either  sex,  when  school 
acquaintances  are  left  behind  and  new  friendships 
form  so  feebly  and  so  slowly  under  the  authoritative 
eye,  approving  or  disapproving,  of  parent  or  guar- 
dian, the  aggravating  elder  sister,  or  the  perfectly 
exasperating  elder  brother.  Complete  confidence 
between  near  relatives  of  widely  different  ages  is 
a  pretty  ideal,  no  doubt,  but  impossible  in  practice, 
as  it  always  has  been  and  always  will  be.  The 
stinging  memory  of  those  early  days,  when  all  our 
little  mistakes  and  blunders  were  talked  over  and 
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laughed  over  by  kindly,  well-meaning  elders  who 
didn't  care  if  we  heard  or  not — what  an  ineradicable 
scar  it  leaves  !  That  dreadful  sense  of  continual 
personal  supervision  and  criticism,  however  tender 
— how  the  wincing  young  soul  shrinks  back  into 
its  shell  beneath  each  gently  inquisitive  touch ! 
Youth  may  be  the  season  of  hope,  of  joy,  of  starry 
innocence,  of  half  a  dozen  other  delightful  things, 
but  it  is  also  the  season  of  most  forlorn  loneliness, 
punctuated  by  spasmodic  bursts  of  ill-timed  con- 
fidence whenever  any  hopelessly  inappropriate  and 
ineligible  person — not  one  of  the  home  circle — 

is  rash  enough  to  invite  them. 

*  *  *  *  * 

Ruth  was  wending  her  way  once  more  towards 
the  rink — the  financially  unfortunate  rink,  which 
was  a  big,  ugly,  barn-like  building  of  corrugated 
iron  and  wood,  cheaply  built  and  badly  finished. 
Some  attempt  had  been  made  to  render  the  interior 
attractive  to  visitors  :  the  walls  were  decorated 
with  small  bunches  of  tawdry  cotton  flags,  and 
strings  of  little  electric  lamps  of  coloured  glass  were 
slung  across  and  across  the  ceiling.  By  this  time 
most  of  these  were  out  of  order,  but  on  the  opening 
night  the  local  paper  described  the  scene  as  a  glimpse 
of  fairyland,  and  the  fairies  magnanimously 
refrained  from  taking  any  revenge  upon  the  local 
paper. 

There  was  a  melancholy  young  Jew  who  sat  all 
day  long  in  a  grimy  little  kiosk  near  the  entrance, 
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surrounded  by  pigeon-holed  skates.  Apparently 
Ruth  was  a  familiar  figure  to  him,  for  he  laid  aside 
his  cigarette  and  his  picture  paper  at  once,  and 
came  forth  and  shod  her.  There  were  no  other 
skaters  that  afternoon  ;  she  was  alone  in  the  build- 
ing, except  for  the  young  Jew,  who  retired  to  his 
kiosk  as  she  glided  out  upon  the  floor.  Even  that 
absurd  kind  of  Japanese  birdcage,  stuck  some  ten 
feet  up  upon  the  farther  wall,  and  reached  by  a  red 
ladder,  where  the  band  sat  in  the  evening,  was  empty 
and  deserted. 

But  presently  a  distant  door  opened  and  shut, 
and  there  emerged  a  slight,  dark-skinned,  rather 
delicate-looking  young  fellow,  some  two  or  three 
years  older  than  Ruth  herself,  and  sufficiently 
beautiful  in  his  instructor's  uniform  to  capture  the 
heart  of  every  little  maidservant  who  came  in  for 
sixpenn'orth  of  floundering  and  screaming  with  a 
"  companion  "  upon  her  night  out.  He  had  been, 
amongst  other  things,  an  actor,  which  accounted, 
no  doubt,  for  the  trained  refinement  of  his  voice  ; 
but  his  manner  did  not  belie  it  in  that  disastrous 
fashion  which  sometimes  gives  such  cruel  pain  to 
tender  little  stage-struck  souls. 

He  came  straight  to  Ruth,  and  she  took  his  arm, 
almost  with  an  air  of  proprietorship,  and  said  : 

"  I've  got  a  lesson  ticket,  Mr.  Jolivard,  but  I 
don't  want  a  lesson  to-day — I  want  to  talk." 

He  laughed  rather  bashfully,  and  said  : 

"  Well,  don't  we  always  talk  ?  "  Then  they 
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went  down  the  rink  together,  side  by  side,  the  noise 
of  their  wheels  raising  a  most  effective  sound-proof 
curtain  between  them  and  the  melancholy  Jew  in 
his  little  kiosk. 

Ruth  was  speaking  quickly  and  eagerly,  with 
something  of  that  fierce  intensity  which  flashed 
out  in  her  childish  defiance  of  Uncle  George.  And 
as  he  listened,  he  looked  first  surprised,  and  then 
deeply  troubled  and  perplexed  ;  and  presently  he 
appeared  to  be  using  all  his  arts  of  persuasion — or 
was  it  dissuasion  ? — upon  her. 

"  Oh,  yes,  Mr.  Jolivard,  I  quite  understand  what 
you  mean ;  and  they  are  very  dear,  good  people, 
of  course,  in  their  way.  I'm  very  fond  of  them. 
Only — well,  does  it  seem  right,  do  you  think  it's 
right,  that  I  should  sacrifice  everything,  every 
chance  I'll  ever  have,  just  for  the  sake  of  giving 
them  the  everlasting  pleasure  of  my  company  ? 
I  can't  say  they  seem  to  consider  it  at  all  an 
inestimable  boon  !  And  I  know  there's  no  chance 
for  me  at  all  while  I  stay  here — they  would  never 
hear  of  my  doing  any  work  that  wasn't  up  to  the 
family  standard  of  dignity,  with  Steve  a  curate  and 
all ;  and,  you  see,  I've  no  particular  talent  for 
drawing  or  music  or  anything  of  that  sort,  and  they 
simply  can't  understand  how  it  is  I  want  to  strike 
out  and  be  independent  for  any  other  reason.  I've 
been  an  utter  idiot  to  trust  other  people  to  manage 
my  affairs  for  me  hitherto,  I  suppose  ;  but  somehow 
I  never  realized  how  all  the  opportunities  were 
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slipping  by,  and  I'm  sure  it  never  occurred  to  me 
that  they'd  find  it  actually  cheaper  to  keep  me  at 
home  doing  nothing  than  to  help  me  to  stand  on 
my  own  feet.  And  I  know  well  enough  that  if  I 
don't  make  a  jump  at  once  my  only  chance  will  be 
gone,  and  I'll  just  go  on  drifting  as  I  have  drifted, 
no  use  to  myself  or  anybody  else,  till  I  go  mad  or 
die.  And,  after  all,  Mr.  Jolivard,  after  the  first 
upset  they  wouldn't  really  care — they'd  be  annoyed 
and  angry  for  a  day  or  so,  but  they'd  soon  get  over 
it.  The  mater's  wrapped  up  in  her  dear  boys,  and 
in  her  church  work ;  and  Edie  wouldn't  mind  a 
scrap,  and  I  don't  believe  Jessie  would,  either. 
Stan  might,  perhaps  " — faltering  a  little — "  but 
he's  only  a  kid  :  he'd  soon  forget.  Steve  would  be 
shocked,  I  suppose,  and  Uncle  George  would  be 
furious  ;  but  I  don't  care  if  Steve  is  shocked  or  not, 
and  Uncle  George  isn't  happy  if  he  hasn't  got 
something  to  be  furious  over.  So  it  would  be  a 
kindness  to  him,  poor  old  chap." 

"  But,  Miss  Charlton,  I'm  not  thinking  of  your 
people — good  heavens,  no  ! — it's  you  !  Surely  you 
can  see  what  utter  madness  it  is,  when  you've  no 
experience,  no  training,  no  friends  to  help  you,  no 
money " 

"  Excuse  me,  Mr.  Jolivard,  I  have  some  money. 
I  still  have  forty-five  out  of  the  fifty  pounds  my 
grandfather  left  me ;  and  even  if  I  put  twenty 
aside  for  a  rainy  day,  in  case  I  was  out  of  work  or 
ill  or  anything,  I  would  surely  be  able  to  make  the 
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rest  do  until — until  I  get  some  sort  of  a  paying  job' 
don't  you  see  ?  I  don't  mind  what  I  do ;  I  don 
mind  roughing  it  a  bit  at  first.  I'm  strong  and 
healthy,  and  I  shan't  expect  the  world  to  go  down 
on  its  knees  to  me  all  at  once — it's  not  my  fault  if 
those  are  my  only  qualifications,  "  with  a  little 
angry  laugh.  "  And  I  don't  mind  being  poor 
or  having  to  work  hard  or  anything,  so  long 
as  it  isn't  just  petering  on  here  in  the  same 
little  narrow  round,  day  after  day,  until  I  peter  out. 
Really,  Mr.  Jolivard,  I  don't  see  why  you  should 
object !  Have  you  stopped  at  home  so  piously 
with  your  own  people  all  your  life  ?  " 

He  laughed,  but  rather  grimly. 

"  Well — no.  But  then,  I  never  had  any  home, 
or  any  people,  to  speak  of.  My  mother  was  an 
actress— -did  I  ever  tell  you  ?  She  met  my  father 
when  she  was  playing  at  Montreal,  and  he  married 
her  within  a  fortnight.  And  then  he  was  drowned 
in  a  steamer  accident  when  I  was  quite  a  tiny 
kiddie,  so  I  never  saw  him  to  remember.  I  never 
saw  much  of  her  either,  for  that  matter.  Some 
friends  of  hers  in  Greenwich  looked  after  me  till  I 
was  old  enough  to  earn  my  own  living  ;  and  I  was 
out  with  a  touring  company,  quite  a  kid  still,  when 
she  died.  So  you  see  there's  not  much  resemblance 
between  your  case  and  mine." 

"  No,  certainly  not !  Better  for  me  if  there  had 
been,  perhaps ;  I  seem  to  have  missed  it  all- 
dropped  between  the  life  where  you  can  afford 
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to  choose  a  profession  and  the  life  where  you  have 
to  turn  out  and  fend  for  yourself  as  soon  as  school 
is  over.  I'm  just  at  a  loose  end,  hanging  about 
until  some — some  beastly  man  comes  along  to  take 
pity  on  me  and  buy  me  out  of  it.  You  know  what 
I  mean.  And  I  hate  it  so  !  Oh,  nobody  knows 
how  I  hate  it !  " 

She  broke  off  suddenly,  with  a  little  angry  quaver 
in  her  voice,  the  more  piteous  because  she  so  detested 
the  effeminate  luxury  of  tears. 

But  this  final  appeal  was  successful  in  changing 
her  companion's  point  of  view. 

"  There  isn't  anybody,  I  suppose,  Miss  Charl- 
ton  ?  "  he  inquired  diffidently,  but  with  obvious 
anxiety.  "  It  isn't — they're  not  trying  to  force 
you,  I  mean  ?  " 

"  Force  me  into  what  ?  " 

"  Into  an — an  uncongenial  marriage  ?  " 

"  My  dear  Mr.  Jolivard  !  "  with  a  little  flash  of 
feminine  contempt,  to  atone  for  her  recent  exhibition 
of  weakness.  "  Do  you  suppose  I  live  in  the 
eighteenth  century  ?  As  if  they  could  force  me 
against  my  will !  " 

He  smiled  quickly,  apologized,  and  was  silent 
for  a  moment  or  two.  Then  he  began  speaking 
again,  with  a  queer  boyish  eagerness  shining  out 
through  his  assumed  air  of  elderly  wisdom,  and 
shattering  it  hopelessly  and  for  ever. 

'  You  mustn't  suppose  that  I  can't  sympathize, 
you  know.    I'm  awfully  sorry  for  you,  believe  me» 
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Only — well,  I've  got  some  idea  of  what  you're  in 
for  if  you  persist  in  this  scheme  ;  and  I'm  quite  sure 
you  haven't.  Why,  over  the  matter  of  lodgings, 
now — by  Jove,  you  should  see  some  of  the  places 
they've  put  me  into  !  And  it's  only  fair  to  tell  you 
that  you  will  probably  be  swindled  right  and  left ; 
you  won't  like  to  bargain  and  haggle  and  make  a 
fuss  over  halfpennies,  and  other  people  won't  be  so 
particular.  And  there  are  other  things,  besides. 
It's  bad  enough  for  a  man  ;  but  for  a  girl — well,  I 
don't  like  to  think  of  it,  Miss  Charlton,  I  don't 
indeed." 

She  caught  his  meaning  with  a  quick,  compre- 
hensive glance.  Not  for  nothing  had  The  Crescent 
pictured  every  young  woman  making  her  plunge 
into  the  metropolitan  world  of  wickedness  as  surely 
bound  to  continue  her  headlong  descent  straight 
to  the  devil,  unless  perchance  some  philanthropic 
friend  stretched  out  a  restraining  hand  in  time. 
An  amazing  place,  that  metropolitan  world,  as 
viewed  by  our  Crescents,  east  and  west  and  north 
and  south  !  An  incredible  world,  too  good  to  be 
true,  to  any  dweller  within  the  twenty-mile  radius  ! 

Ruth,  drawn  irresistibly  to  the  great,  grimy, 
slatternly  siren  amongst  cities,  who  can  still  count 
her  conquests  by  the  thousand,  despite  her  dingi- 
ness,  was  so  far  only  obeying  a  natural  instinct  for 
adventure  ;  and  honestly  believing  that  adventure 
to  be  infinitely  more  perilous  than  it  ever  is  or  ever 
has  been.  But  she  didn't  want  him  to  suppose 
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that  she  was  ignorant  of  the  peril ;  that  would 
never  do. 

"  I  should  say,  Mr.  Jolivard,  that  it's  rather 
easier  for  a  girl,  on  the  whole.  Then  men  get  so 
quickly  discouraged,  poor  dears ;  and  they  never 
seem  to  know  how  to  look  after  themselves,  either. 
Talk  about  being  swindled  !  We  know  who  gets 
swindled  most  frequently,  and  it's  not  the  girls." 

He  laughed  at  this,  and  looked  at  her  rather 
keenly  for  a  moment. 

"  Well,  some  men  certainly  do  contrive  to  make 
a  mess  of  things,"  he  admitted.  And  then  looked 
at  her  again,  and  looked  away,  and  skated  a  little 
faster. 

"  And  perhaps  I'm  not  quite  such  a  hopeless 
country  bumpkin  as  you  think,  after  all,"  Ruth 
continued,  scarcely  noticing  him.  "  At  least  I 
shall  resist  the  wiles  of  the  man  who  drops  the 
envelope,  and  the  respectably  dressed  female  who 
offers  me  a  poisoned  powder  puff  on  King's  Cross 
station.  And — well,  anyway,  I've  got  to  go,  Mr. 
Jolivard,  and  there's  an  end  of  it.  I  know  what 
I'm  in  for,  and  I  don't  care.  I  just  can't  endure 
the  life  here  any  longer.  I'd  sooner  drown  myself." 
This  with  a  determined  little  jerk  of  her  chin, 
ominous  sign  to  those  who  knew  her. 

Still  he  endeavoured  to  dissuade  her,  though 
now  his  words  seemed  to  ring  rather  woodenly. 
and  lack  the  true  spirit  of  conviction.  But  all  in 
vain  was  it  to  point  out  that  she  might  quite  possibly 


40  THE   SHELTERED   SEX 

have  to  return  in  ignominy  at  the  end  of  the  first 
week ;  all  in  vain  to  risk  her  good  opinion  for 
ever  by  unflattering  allusions  to  her  youth  and 
inexperience,  or  to  lay  repeated  stress  upon  the 
sordid  hardships  and  petty  insults  she  was  likely 
to  encounter. 

"  And  I  shan't  come  back,  Mr.  Jolivard,"  she 
said. 

He  then  inquired  if  it  would  not  be  possible  for 
her  to  utilize  her  money  for  some  sort  of  business 
education  at  home,  in  the  first  place.  But  she 
shook  her  head. 

"  No,  I  thought  of  that  long  ago,  when  I  first 
got  the  legacy.  But  Uncle  George  said  I  was  too 
old — and  that's  partly  true — and  he  said  that  my 
own  money  wouldn't  half  pay  my  expenses,  and 
that  there  was  nothing  to  spare  for  fads."  Uncle 
George  had  also  remarked  that  she  would  be  glad 
of  the  money  when  she  was  a  married  woman  ;  but 
she  did  not  mention  this.  "  I  was  thinking  that  I 
might  work  up  a  bit — cheap  evening  classes,  you 
know — but  that  I  could  do  as  well,  or  better,  when  I 
have  some  regular  job  during  the  day." 

"  But  couldn't  it  be  anywhere  nearer  home,  Miss 
Charlton — somewhere  within  reach  of  friends  ?  "  he 
suggested,  as  a  last  resort. 

"  But  I  haven't  any  friends — except  the  family 
friends,  people  like  Mrs.  Barker  and  her  daughters. 
And — oh,  can't  you  see  ? — what  I  do  so  want  is  to 
get  away,  out  of  the  general  stuffiness,  to  stand  up 
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for  myself  and  fight  my  own  fight,  without  every 
one  looking  disapproval." 

There  was  a  long  pause.  They  skated  on  mechani- 
cally, side  by  side  :  Ruth  still  with  her  chin  in  the 
air,  and  her  eyes  fixed  upon  some  distant  prospect 
invisible  to  other  mortals  ;  Jolivard,  much  disturbed 
in  mind,  stealing  an  occasional  sideways  glance  at 
her,  and  seeming  once  or  twice  about  to  speak,  but 
thinking  better  of  it. 

At  length  he  inquired  abruptly,  almost  roughly  : 

"  When  are  you  thinking  of  going  up,  then  ?  " 

"  As  soon  as  possible.     At  once." 

Silence  again.  And  presently  Jolivard,  speaking 
with  a  considerable  effort,  began  a  stammering, 
stumbling  statement  to  the  effect  that  he  had 
something  to  suggest — if  only  she  wouldn't  mis- 
understand him,  or  think  it  like  his  confounded 
impertinence 

"  What's  that,  Mr.  Jolivard  ?  "  with  a  sudden, 
quick  flush. 

Awkwardly  enough,  he  blundered  it  out. 

"I'm  going  up  myself  at  the  end  of  the  week,  you 
know,  I'll  be  a  fixture  there  for  some  time,  I  expect. 
And  if  you  really  do  mean  to  go,  though  I'm  sure 
I  hope  you'll  think  it  over,  and  think  better  of  it, 
well,  perhaps — what  I  mean  is,  if  you'd  allow  me 
to  assist  you,  in  the  journey,  and  so  forth.  Since 
you've  honoured  me  with  your  confidence,  Miss 
Charlton  " — with  a  desperate  effort  to  recapture 
that  elderly  air  of  wisdom — "  I  should  feel  a  perfect 
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hound  to  let  you  go  running  into  all  sorts  of  bothers, 
just  for  want  of  a  little  help  at  first." 

"  You  know  I  didn't  mean  that  !  "  cried  Ruth, 
with  flaming  cheeks.  "  I  didn't  mean  to  beg  for 
help — only  I  wanted  to  tell  somebody,  and  you 
always  understand  what  I  mean,  and  other  people 
never  do." 

"  Of  course,  of  course,  I  quite  understand  that." 
He  was  almost  as  red  as  she  was,  and  far  more 
embarrassed.  "  But,  upon  my  word,  I'd  like  it 
above  all  things.  I've  never  tried  my  hand  at  being 
a  chaperon  before,  and  I  dare  say  I  shan't  be  much 
of  a  success  at  it,"  he  added,  candidly.  "  Still,  I 
might  be  better  than  nothing.  And  you  wouldn't 
feel  so  alone,  if  any  difficulties  arose — that's  what 
I  was  thinking." 

And  now  that  wise,  elderly  manner  had  gone 
beyond  redemption ;  and  Ruth  had  suddenly  a 
queer  impression  of  being  much  older  than  he 
was. 

And  then,  with  no  dramatic  pause  or  fervent 
hand-clasp — without  once  ceasing  to  circle  the 
echoing  rink — they  fell  to  discussing  ways  and 
means  with  prosaic  eagerness  and  a  great  air  of 
mutual  relief. 

True  to  theatrical  tradition,  Jolivard  was 
going  to  travel  up  to  town  upon  the  Sunday, 
his  engagement  at  the  rink  terminating  on 
Saturday  night — it  was  Ruth's  suggestion  that 
they  should  go  separately  across  country,  and 
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meet  at  the  nearest  main-line  station.  He  had  some 
new  work  awaiting  him  :  a  friend  of  his  had  recently 
set  up  in  business  as  a  photographer  in  the  North 
of  London,  and  was  anxious  for  Jolivard's  assist- 
ance, which  Jolivard  was  quite  ready  to  give,  as  he 
had  no  immediate  prospect  of  another  rink  engage- 
ment, and  seemed  curiously  disinclined  to  return 
to  the  stage. 

But  Ruth  was  not  long  in  discovering  a  certain 
refreshing  flavour  of  utter  irresponsibility  about 
the  whole  business.  It  was  quite  unlike  anything 
she  had  previously  encountered.  Doyle,  it  ap- 
peared— the  friend's  name  was  Jimmy  Doyle — had 
no  qualifications  whatever  for  his  new  venture, 
beyond  a  little  rather  amateurish  technical  know- 
ledge, a  very  small  sum  of  money  as  capital,  and  a 
laudable  desire  to  "  settle  down,"  as  he  had  recently 
been  married.  And  Jolivard  himself  appeared  to 
be  in  a  state  of  virginal  innocence  concerning  any 
and  every  kind  of  trade ;  yet  he  was  perfectly  self- 
confident  and  sure  of  success,  and,  indeed,  evidently 
considered  that  he  was  doing  a  remarkably  prudent 
and  far-sighted  thing  in  closing  with  his  friend's 
offer. 

"  It  will  be  a  tremendous  change  for  me,  I  ex- 
pect," he  said,  "I've  been  rather  a  rolling  stone." 

Ruth  couldn't  help  perceiving  that  her  adven- 
turous plunge  might  be  a  trifle  more  adventurous 
under  his  kind  protection  than  if  taken  alone. 
She  was  as  yet  unaware,  however,  that  the  impulsive 
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spirit  of  chivalry,  which  is  so  ready  to  offer  kind 
protection  upon  the  smallest  pretext,  is  commonly 
allied  to  a  complete  incapacity  to  carry  out  the 
responsibilities  incurred  thereby.  She  only  knew 
that  it  was  all  a  delicious  contrast  to  the  strait- 
laced,  stiff-necked  traditions  of  The  Crescent,  and 
she  leapt  towards  it  with  thirsty  joy. 

As  for  Jolivard,  now  that  he  had  done  his  duty 
and  registered  his  protest,  he  entered  into  her 
future  plans  with  a  cheerful  enthusiasm  which  far 
outran  her  own.  He  soon  foresaw  bright  possibili- 
ties that  Jimmy  Doyle,  from  his  secure  and  assured 
position,  might  be  able  to  be  of  material  service  to 
her. 

"  He's  a  queer  little  chap,  Jimmy,  but  awfully 
good  natured." 

He  laughed  and  frowned  whenever  he  spoke  of 
Jimmy  ;  and  Ruth  found  herself  suddenly  absorbed 
in  private  speculation. 

Presently  she  inquired  what  Mrs.  Doyle  was  like. 

"I've  no  idea,"  said  Jolivard  frankly.  "  I 
haven't  seen  him  for  nearly  a  year,  you  know." 

"  Was  he  in  the  same  company  with  you,  then  ?  " 

"  What  ?  Oh,  no  ;  Jimmy's  never  been  on  the 
stage  at  all.  He's  been  rather  unlucky,  poor  little 
beggar ;  but  I  should  think  he's  bound  to  get  on 
all  right,  now  he's  settled  down." 

Ruth  did  not  hurry  home  that  evening.  For  a 
long  while,  after  leaving  the  rink,  she  might  have 
been  seen  wandering  about  the  cliffs — they  were  not 
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very  imposing  cliffs,  rather  resembling  sand-dunes, 
with  here  and  there  an  outcrop  of  rock.  It  was  a 
fine  clear  evening  after  the  rain,  the  sea  still  rough 
and  ragged  with  foam,  but  taking  wonderful  tints 
from  the  low  rays  of  the  setting  sun.  The  sky  was 
a  dome  of  pure  pale  gold,  austere  and  radiant ;  in 
the  west  a  few  long  strips  of  purple  cloud  hung  like 
tattered  banners ;  and  the  air  felt  very  clean  and 
fresh  and  inspiriting. 

As  she  turned  along  the  road  towards  home,  a 
shrill  whistle  sounded  behind  her,  and  Stanley  came 
running  up.  He  wore  his  oldest  clothes,  and  was 
very  wet  and  sandy,  but  in  high  spirits. 

"  Hallo,  Ruth  !  I  say,  isn't  it  awfully  late  ?  I've 
been  helping  the  Simpsons  stow  away  their  yacht — 
she  got  such  a  whacking  about  in  the  harbour 
yesterday.  You've  been  at  the  rink,  I  suppose  ?  " 

Ruth  nodded. 

'  Yes.     Making  the  most  of  my  time,  you  see." 

"  I  say,  I  wish  it  wasn't  going  to  shut,  don't  you  ?  " 
said  her  brother,  walking  beside  her  now,  with  his 
hands  in  his  pockets.  "And  it's  such  rotten  luck : 
uncle's  making  me  swot  away  at  those  beastly 
book-keeping  lessons  all  this  week ;  I  haven't  got 
a  single  evening  I  say,  I  wish  I  wasn't  going  into 
that  rotten  old  office  !  I  mean,  just  look  at  the 
sea,  isn't  it  jolly  ?  And  messing  about  with  boats 
and  things,  it's  just  what  I  like.  I  forgot  all  about 
tea  this  afternoon,  fancy  that !  Don't  you  some- 
times wish  you  could  just  get  into  a  boat  and  sail 
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right   away  over   the   world,    and    be   a — a — 

"  Pirate  ?  "  suggested  his  sister. 

"  I  was  thinking  of  a  cowboy,  or  something  of 
that  sort.  Anything  that  didn't  mean  being  shut 
up  in  a  footling  old  office.  I  forgot,  though,  you 
said  you  liked  the  idea  of  an  office.  Fancy  that !  " 

"  No,  I  didn't,"  said  Ruth  quickly.  "  I  said  it 
was  better  to  earn  your  own  living  than  to  sponge  on 
other  people.  I'm  not  particularly  enamoured  of 
an  office,  if  there's  anything  more  lively  going. 
And  if  you  like  to  run  away  to-night  and  be  a 
cowboy,  Stan,  I'll  run  with  you.  There  !  " 

The  boy  laughed  awkwardly,  reddened,  and 
looked  at  his  boots. 

"  Oh,  I  was  only  rotting,  of  course  !  Goodness, 
how  hungry  I  am  !  And  I've  got  to  get  up  at 
five  o'clock  to-morrow  morning,  to  carry  the  mater's 
bag  to  the  station." 

Ruth  came  back  to  everyday  realities  with  a 
little  start. 

"  Oh,  she  has  decided  to  go  over  and  stop  with 
Steve,  then  ?  It  wasn't  quite  settled  when  I  came 
out." 

"  Yes,  there  was  a  letter  by  the  three  o'clock 
post.  She's  going  for  a  fortnight.  Steve's  vicar's 
away,  it  seems,  and  he  says  they  can  both  stop  at 
the  vicarage.  He  hasn't  any  wife,  you  know. 
Rather  decent  of  him,  isn't  it  ?  " 

"  Yes,  very,"  Ruth  said,  with  an  unexpected 
warmth  which  concealed  her  own  relief  at  this 
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piece  of  intelligence.  "  He's  always  been  very 
nice  to  Steve,  though.  I'm  glad  she's  going.  It 
will  be  a  change  for  her." 

"  Well,  she  goes  jolly  often,  doesn't  she  ?  " 
remarked  Stan.  "  It  won't  be  much  of  a  change, 
I  should  think."  Then,  after  a  brief  interval  of 
silence,  broken  by  fragmentary  whistling,  he  in- 
quired, "  Did  you  see  that  chap  Jolivard  to-day  ? 
When's  he  going  ?  " 

"  Oh— at  the  end  of  the  week,  I  believe."  Ruth 
stooped  down,  very  busy  with  one  of  the  buttons 
of  her  coat. 

"  Seems  hard  on  him,  losing  his  job  like  that, 
doesn't  it  ?  "  said  Stanley  sympathetically.  "  And 
such  a  decent  sort  of  job,  too — not  like  a  blithering 
old  office.  I  feel  sorry  for  him,  you  know." 

"  I  feel  rather  sorry  for  him,"  said  Ruth  quietly. 


CHAPTER   III 


"  To  die  would  be  an  awfully  big  adventure  !  " 

"  Peter  Pan." 

THERE  can  be  few  more  dreary  and  uncom- 
fortable places  than  a  deserted  provincial 
railway  station  upon  a  wet  Sunday 
afternoon.  The  grimy  glass  roof  leaks  in  a  score 
of  places,  and  lets  the  rain  drip  through  and  form 
black  puddles  upon  the  grimy  stone  platform 
beneath ;  the  staring  blue  and  yellow  holiday 
posters,  trying  desperately  to  keep  up  their  spirits 
under  exceedingly  depressing  circumstances,  become 
damp  and  discoloured.  Two  or  three  times  a  day, 
an  ill-tempered  train  rushes  in,  appearing,  what 
with  the  rain  and  steam  and  smoke,  to  be  in  a 
violent  perspiration  all  over  ;  and  a  few  dispirited 
passengers  emerge,  glance  about  them,  shudder, 
turn  up  their  coat  collars,  and  hurry  away. 

Ruth,  divided  between  her  terror  of  being  late 
and  her  terror  of  lingering  in  any  place  where  she 
might  encounter  some  family  acquaintance,  finally 
chose  the  latter  alternative,  and  so  sat  for  half  an 
hour  contemplating  this  pleasant  prospect,  before 
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Jolivard  appeared.  She  had  had  one  or  two 
moments  of  dreadful  apprehension  lest  he  might 
not  be  coming  at  all.  She  had  only  seen  him  once, 
and  that  for  barely  five  minutes,  since  the  after- 
noon of  her  memorable  decision,  being  much  occu- 
pied with  sundry  small  preparations,  and,  for  some 
unexplained  reason,  very  glad  of  any  excuse  to  keep 
out  of  his  way  until  the  great  day  came. 

He  was  very  smart,  in  a  new  light  fawn  overcoat 
and  a  new  felt  hat,  and  hailed  her  cheerily  as 
soon  as  he  saw  her. 

"  Hallo,  Miss  Charlton  !    Got  all  your  traps  ?  " 
Ruth  indicated  a  large  collapsible  basket. 
"  I  managed  to  get  everything  into  that.     If  I 
want  anything  more  I  must  buy  it  later  on,  that's 
all." 

Jolivard  himself  was  carrying  a  heavy,  battered 
portmanteau  ;  and  so,  with  all  their  worldly  wealth 
at  their  feet,  these  two  bold  adventurers  sat  side 
by  side  upon  a  very  hard  and  narrow  bench,  and 
waited  for  the  train  that  was  to  bear  them  away 
to  Freedom.  And  the  train  was  about  twenty 
minutes  late. 

"  There's  a  cheap  little  hotel  I  know  of,"  Jolivard 
said.  "  Temperance,  but  you  don't  mind  that  ?  " 
Ruth  laughed  and  shook  her  head.  "  Well,  I 
thought  we'd  go  there  first,  and  book  a  room  for 
you  ;  and  to-morrow  we  can  rummage  round  and 
find  some  habitable  digs.  I'll  go  up  to  Jimmy's 
to-night,  and  have  a  talk  with  him ;  I  expect  he 
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can  put  me  up.  And,  -oh,  I  say,  Miss  Charlton, 
I've  been  thinking,  and  I  believe  I've  got  rather  a 
good  idea  for  you— if  you  don't  mind,  that  is — you 
said  you'd  do  anything,  and  this  would  be  better 
than  going  into  a  shop,  I  think.  It's  not  bad  work, 
really,  and  not  bad  pay,  and  if  you  cared  to  try 
ft— 

"  But  what — what  is  it  ?  " 

"  Why,  my  own  job.  There's  always  rather  a 
run  on  lady  instructors,  and  you  skate  so  well 
already,  you'd  soon  pass  your  test  after  a  little 
more  practice  at  one  of  the  big  rinks.  And  al- 
though of  course  it's  not  a  permanency,  it  would  be 
something  to  go  on  with  while  you're  looking  about 
you  ;  and  whenever  it  comes  into  fashion  again 
you've  a  chance  to  make  pots  of  money.  And  I 
believe  I  could  introduce  you  to  a  manager  who 
might  give  you  a  job — he's  going  to  give  me  one  as 
soon  as  there's  a  vacancy.  It's  capital  exercise, 
you  know — keep  you  very  fit.  Your  pupils  would 
knock  you  about  a  bit  at  first ;  but  I'd  show  you 
how  to  hold  'em,  and  you'd  soon  learn." 

Ruth  was  delighted ;  this  proposal  seemed  to 
give  the  final  fantastic  touch  to  the  whole  business. 
And  he  was  delighted  with  her  delight,  and  dwelt 
with  characteristic  optimism  upon  the  certainty 
of  her  success,  and  the  munificence  of  the  salary 
she  would  undoubtedly  receive. 

"  If  you  put  in  your  practice  in  the  evenings," 
he  said,  "  I'll  come,  too.  I  don't  want  to  get  rusty  ; 
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and  I  won't  charge  you  anything  for  those  lessons, 
Miss  Charlton  !    It  will  be  rather  a  joke,  won't  it  ?  " 

Presently  he  inquired: 

"  How  did  you  manage  to  get  away  this  morn- 
ing?" 

"  Oh,  I  just  walked  out.  The  mater's  away, 
you  know,  and  Stan  was  out  with  some  friends, 
and  Jessie  was  at  church.  And  I  had  my  basket 
all  ready  packed  under  the  bed,  so  there  was  nothing 
to  wait  for." 

"  Did  you  leave  a  letter  ?     What  did  you  say  ?  " 

Ruth  flushed. 

"  Oh,  I  just  said  I  was  going,  and  that  it  would 
be  all  right,  and  I'd  let  them  know  howl  got  on." 

But  she  did  not  tell  him  in  what  way  she  had, 
quite  deliberately,  made  the  matter  irrevocable. 

The  express  came  in,  panting  and  puffing.  They 
selected  an  empty  third-class  corridor  carriage — 
there  were  very  few  people  travelling — and  got  in, 
taking  all  their  luggage  with  them.  The  guard 
whistled,  and  the  green  flag  waved,  and  they 
moved  off  and  the  deed  was  done.  And  now,  with 
the  encouraging  sense  of  the  first  and  worst  step 
taken,  their  spirits  rose  rapidly. 

"  By  Jove,  but  I'm  glad  to  get  out  of  that  place  !  " 
Jolivard  exclaimed.  "A  more  dismal  hole  I  was 
never  stuck  in.  Not  a  soul  to  speak  to — except 
you,  of  course — and,  anyway,  I'm  not  used  to 
being  cooped  up  in  any  one  place  for  more  than  a 
week  or  so  at  a  time." 
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"You  lucky  beggar,"  said  Ruth.  "Think  of 
me  I" 

"  Well,  upon  my  soul,  I  don't  blame  you  for 
having  cut  and  run,  Miss  Charlton.  Only  I'm  very 
glad  you  didn't  go  alone,  and  you'll  think  so  too, 
after  a  while,  I  know." 

"I'm  very  grateful,  Mr.  Jolivard.  I'm  afraid 
you're  taking  a  great  deal  of  trouble  over  my  small 
affairs,  that's  all." 

"  Good  Lord  !  I'm  not  fishing  for  compliments  ! 
I  wish  I  could  do  a  lot  more ;  but  you  mustn't 
mind  coming  to  me  if  you're  in  any  difficulty,  you 
know.  Why,  I  remember  once,  when  we  were 
touring  in  the  Midlands,  Jessica  Phillips  and  her 
sister  came  and  knocked  me  up  at  one  o'clock  in 
the  morning — I  was  lodging  in  the  same  street — 
because  their  landlady  was  having  a  supper  party 
and  everybody  was  drunk,  and  they  were  so  afraid 
of  the  row  that  was  going  on.  So  I  gave  them  my 
bed  and  slept  on  the  stairs ;  and  next  day  we  went 
and  broke  in — couldn't  make  any  one  hear,  they 
were  all  asleep — and  rescued  their  baggage.  We 
often  had  a  laugh  about  that  afterwards." 

"  I  wonder  you  left  the  stage,  Mr.  Jolivard.  I 
should  have  thought  it  was  as  difficult  to  get  off 
when  you  are  born  on  as  they  say  it  is  to  get  on 
when  you  are  born  off !  " 

He  laughed,  but  reddened  and  looked  rather 
uncomfortable. 

"  Well,  it's  true  enough  that  there's  not  much 
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chance  for  outsiders.  How  it's  raining  still,  isn't 
it  ?  I  wish  we'd  got  a  better  day ;  it's  not  very 
nice  for  you,  starting  out  under  such  auspices." 

"  Oh,  I  don't  mind,"  said  Ruth.  "  It  makes  me 
feel  all  the  more  heroic." 

And  then  they  laughed  gleefully,  for  no  reason 
at  all,  like  two  children. 

Presently  she  leant  forward  and  felt  the  material 
of  his  new  overcoat,  and  told  him  it  wasn't  half 
thick  enough,  and  he'd  catch  his  death  of  cold, 
and  what  did  he  mean  by  buying  a  thing  like  that 
at  the  end  of  the  summer  ? 

He  looked  very  disappointed. 

"  Don't  you  like  it  ?  I  thought  it  was  rather 
neat,  so  I  got  it  last  night,  after  I  had  my  pay. 
My  old  one  was  an  awful  thing ;  I  gave  it  away 
to  Samuel  at  the  rink  for  a  keepsake." 

Ruth  perceived  that  the  new  overcoat  had  been 
purchased  largely  out  of  compliment  to  herself, 
and  hastened  to  rectify  her  mistake. 

"  Oh,  it  looks  beautiful.  I  was  only  afraid  it 
mightn't  be  warm  enough.  You  must  wear  plenty 
of  things  underneath — have  you  got  a  vest  on  ?  " 

"I  hate  vests,"  he  said.  "They're  so  tickly. 
I've  got  on  a  flannel  shirt.  I'm  as  strong  as  a 
horse,  really — you  needn't  worry." 

"  Oh,  I  dare  say1!  "  Ruth  said,  laughing.  "  Who 
was  laid  up  for  a  week  after  trying  to  bathe,  and 
couldn't  teach  me  my  cutaway  waltz  in  con- 
sequence ?  " 
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Then,  after  a  while,  she  unstrapped  her  basket, 
and  produced  a  packet  of  sandwiches  and  a  vacuum 
flask  with  tea,  and  they  had  a  picnic.  Jolivard  was 
very  hungry ;  he  confessed,  somewhat  shyly,  that 
he  had  had  no  dinner,  having  forgotten  that  his 
train  did  not  go  till  after  midday,  and  then  not 
liking  to  give  the  landlady  trouble. 

"  She  was  rather  an  old  dragon,  you  know ;  I 
went  in  fear  and  trembling." 

"  And  this  is  the  bold  hero,"  said  Ruth,  appealing 
to  the  universe,  "  who  offers  to  protect  me  from 
the  dragons  !  " 

"  Ah,  but  that's  very  different.  When  I  annoy 
one  of  them,  she'll  take  it  out  on  you.  I  shall  be 
very  stern  and  brave  under  those  circumstances. 
By  Jove,  what  capital  sandwiches  !  I  never  tasted 
anything  so  delicious — what  are  they  made  of  ?  " 

"  Bread  and  butter,  with  a  flavour  of  no-dinner. 
That's  the  cheapest  relish  in  the  world,  Mr.  Joli- 
vard !  " 

"  I  ought  to  recognize  that,"  he  said  simply. 
"  I've  had  it  often  enough." 

Ruth  herself  enjoyed  the  little  meal,  eaten  under 
such  novel  conditions,  with  the  blurred  landscape 
flying  past  outside  the  wet  window-panes,  and  the 
noise  of  the  wheels  flitting  itself  persistently  in  her 
head  to  a  song  of  Kipling's. 

We  were  dreamers — dreaming  greatly — in  the  man- 
stifled  town  : 
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We    yearned — beyond    the     sky-line — where    the 

strange  roads — go  down  .  .  . 
As  the  deer  breaks — as  the  steer  breaks — from  the 

herd  where — they  graze 
In  the  faith  of — little  children — we  went  forth  on — 

our  ways  !  .  .  . 

The  flying  wheels  always  sing  that  song,  all  the 
world  over. 

Long  afterwards  it  seemed  to  Ruth  as  if  this 
hour  or  so  of  careless  happiness  and  laughter  over 
trifles  had  been  the  last — the  very  last — little  bit 
of  her  youth.  She  troubled  neither  for  the  past 
nor  for  the  future — plenty  of  time  for  that  later— 
and  this  came  as  a  tiny,  welcome  interlude  between 
the  terrible  secret  anxieties  of  the  past  week,  and 
its  most  terrible  hesitations,  and  the  hard  round 
of  work  and  care  which  must  begin  upon  the  morrow. 

And  two  miles  away,  in  a  small  signal  cabin,  a 
tired  man  with  a  drawn,  anxious  face,  and  eight 
hours  of  exhausting  toil  immediately  behind  him, 
and  eight  years  of  the  same  toil  behind  that,  let 
his  weary  brain  wander  for  a  few  brief  minutes  to 
speculate  whether  the  railway  directors  would  ever 
imperil  their  dividends  by  decreasing  these  hours— 
possibly,  even,  by  increasing  his  pay. 

Ruth  never  knew  whether  it  was  the  thunderous 
crash  or  the  terrific  plunging  jolt  which  came  first. 
She  saw  Jolivard  spring  to  his  feet,  with  an  inarticu- 
late cry,  and  saw  him  flung  violently  backward 
upon  the  seat  again ;  she  saw,  with  the  curious 
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power  of  vivid  and  detached  observation  which  comes 
to  us  in  moments  of  intense  crisis,  the  glass  of  the 
windows  star  into  long,  running  cracks  and  fold 
itself  along  the  cracks  like  paper,  and  burst  and 
fall  tinkling  inwards  to  the  floor.  The  whole 
carriage  rose  up  like  a  wounded  animal,  tilted 
heavily  sideways  and  rolled  over,  down  a  bank. 
She  was  flung  headlong,  struck  and  bruised  and 
cut  in  a  dozen  places,  and  marvelled  to  find  her- 
self still  alive  and  conscious  amidst  the  wreckage. 

But  pinned  down  beneath  the  crumpled,  splintered 
woodwork  was  Jolivard,  and  his  white,  agonized 
face  looked  up  at  her,  and  he  cried  in  a  horrible, 
hoarse,  unearthly  voice  : 

"  Oh,  my  God,  my  God  !  Oh,  why  can't  it  kill 
me  and  be  done  with  it  ?  Oh,  Ruth,  Ruth,  Ruth  !  " 
until  he  fainted  away. 

Presently  came  shouting,  excited  men,  with  axes 
and  crowbars,  and  broke  their  way  into  the  wrecked 
carriages,  and  dragged  the  imprisoned  passengers 
out.  One  man,  who  had  travelled  in  the  next 
compartment  to  Ruth  and  Jolivard,  was  dead,  and 
she  saw  him  lying  limply  on  the  trampled  grass,  in 
an  odd,  unnatural  attitude,  like  a  broken  doll,  and 
was  strangely  unmoved.  The  shock  had  left  her 
temporarily  dazed  ;  she  was  surprised,  presently, 
to  find  one  sleeve  soaked  in  blood  from  a  bad  cut 
on  her  shoulder,  for  as  yet  she  could  feel  nothing 
distinctly,  except  cold — horrible,  deathly  cold,  such 
as  she  had  never  known  before.  She  stood  dumbly 
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in  the  rain  and  the  falling  dusk,  and  watched  the 
rescue  party  at  their  work. 

Three  or  four  people — including  the  driver  of 
the  light  local  train  which  had  caused  the  collision 
—had  been  killed,  and  twenty  or  thirty  injured, 
and  several  doctors,  together  with  a  great  crowd  of 
helpers  who  seemed  to  have  sprung  out  of  nowhere, 
were  working  like  Trojans  to  get  everybody  away 
before  the  fire,  which  was  already  consuming  the 
two  front  coaches  and  sending  heavy  clouds  of 
smoke  rolling  over  the  wet  grass,  should  spread 
farther.  Jolivard  was  still  unconscious  when  they 
brought  him  out,  and  four  men  came  with  a  stretcher 
and  carried  him  off  to  a  neighbouring  farm-house, 
which  was  being  utilized  as  a  temporary  hospital. 
Ruth  followed  after  them  as  best  she  could,  in  a 
weak,  stumbling  fashion,  and  some  man — he  was 
a  labourer,  by  his  clothes — saw  her,  and  ran  and 
put  his  arm  about  her  and  helped  her  along,  with 
rough  words  of  encouragement  and  sympathy. 

"  I  want  to  go  with  them,"  she  said  feebly,  point- 
ing after  the  retreating  stretcher  party. 

"  So  ye  shall,  then  ;  so  ye  shall,"  he  replied 
promptly.  "  Come  now,  'tain't  so  bad  as  might  be, 
is  it  ?  Your  man's  not  killed,  ye  know ;  while 
there's  life  there's  'ope  !  An'  s'posin'  ye'd  been 
'urted  yeself,  so's  ye  couldn't  see  to  'im  ?  Ah, 
that  might  'ave  been  sometm'n'  to  cry  for,  now  !  " 

And  then  Ruth  discovered,  to  her  own  amaze- 
ment, that  she  was  crying  indeed,  and  very  bitterly. 
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They  went  along  a  narrow  lane,  deep  in  mud,  to 
the  farm-house,  where  the  door  stood  wide  open, 
and  there  were  many  lights — but  not  enough  to 
please  the  doctors — and  a  great  noise  and  bustle. 
The  farmer's  wife,  a  brisk,  grey-haired  woman, 
hurried  to  and  fro,  and  beheld  the  appalling  trans- 
formation of  her  tidy  rooms  with,  let  us  hope,  no 
feeling  but  compassion  for  the  sufferers,  and  a 
certain  proud  sense  of  distinction  in  being  the  person 
to  receive  them.  One  unfortunate,  on  the  parlour 
sofa,  was  being  hastily  chloroformed  out  of  his 
agony  before  some  necessary  surgical  aid  could  be 
rendered  him,  and  was  singing  a  spasmodic  comic 
song  during  the  process,  most  horrible  to  hear. 
They  put  Jolivard  on  the  kitchen  table,  with  a 
cushion  under  his  head.  Ruth  saw  him  there, 
wrapped  in  the  new  overcoat  that  had  been  so  smart 
— saw,  too,  a  young  woman  sitting  apathetically 
before  the  fire,  with  her  hair  all  down,  and  a  man's 
coat  about  her  shoulders,  which  did  not  conceal 
some  ghastly  bodily  injury.  Then  she  went  and 
sat  upon  the  stairs  in  the  little  square  hall,  with 
its  barometer  and  case  of  stuffed  birds,  and  the 
polished  floor  now  badly  scratched  and  mud-stained, 
and  showing  a  dull  red  patch  here  and  there  upon 
the  boards,  shaking  from  head  to  foot,  and  feeling 
suddenly  deadly  sick. 


CHAPTER   IV 


"  Because  good  fight's  worst  wounds  are  far 
More  dear  than  any  pleasures  are." 

E.  NESBIT. 

IN  the  very  early  hours  of  the  morning,  a  weary 
and  begrimed  doctor  came  to  Ruth,  and  told 
her  that  he  had  telephoned  to  London — which, 
she  was  rather  surprised  to  learn,  was  less  than 
twenty  miles  away — for  a  motor  ambulance,  which 
would  take  Jolivard  and  several  others  up  to  one 
of  the  big  metropolitan  hospitals. 

"  Are  you  quite  sure  it  is  safe  to  move  him  ?  " 
asked  Ruth,  with  trembling  lips. 

"  Safe  ?  Oh,  yes.  He's  not  dangerously  hurt, 
you  know.  One  leg  is  a  good  deal  crushed  below 
the  knee,  and  he's  shaken  and  knocked  about  a 
bit,  but  there's  no  reason  why  he  shouldn't  make 
quite  a  good  recovery,  with  time.  It  will  be  slow, 
of  course." 

"  Then — do  you  think  I  might  see  him  before  he 
goes,  doctor  ?  " 

"  Ah — eh  ?  "  The  doctor  checked  himself  in 
the  middle  of  a  prodigious  involuntary  yawn.  Poor 
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man,  he  had  been  without  rest  or  food  since  the 
afternoon  of  the  previous  day.  "  See  him  ?  Why, 
yes,  if  you  like.  What's  the  matter  with  your  arm, 
by  the  by — has  it  been  properly  dressed  ?  ' 

Ruth  had  her  left  arm  in  a  sling  ;  her  sleeve  had 
been  cut  away,  and  she  wore  her  coat  loosely  but- 
toned round  her  neck. 

"  One  of  the  other  doctors  has  seen  to  it,  thanks. 
It's  nothing  very  dreadful,  I  think,  but  it  was 
bleeding  so.  Can  you  tell  me  if  there  is  a  station 
near  here,  please  ?  " 

"  For  town  ?  Oh,  yes,  there's  a  station  about 
a  mile  down  the  line.  I  dare  say  the  man  here 
would  drive  you  that  far,  if  you  gave  him  a  shilling. 
He's  taking  some  of  the  others,  I  know.  Hallo, 
Stevens,  is  that  you  ?  Yes,  I'm  coming,"  this  to 
an  assistant  who  was  calling  him  to  further  labours. 

Jolivard  had  been  moved  from  the  table  to  an 
improvised  couch  upon  some  chairs.  He  looked 
terribly  white  and  exhausted,  and  his  voice  was 
so  weak  that  she  had  to  kneel  down  beside  him  to 
catch  his  words. 

"  Are  you  much  hurt  yourself  ?  "  was  the  first 
thing  he  asked  her. 

"  No,  hardly  at  all.  You  poor  boy  !  And  I 
can't  help  feeling  that — that  it's  somehow  my 
fault !  " 

"  It  isn't,"  he  said  faintly.  "  I  was  coming,  you 
know,  anyway." 

'  Yes,  I  know  ;   but  I  feel  most  horribly  guilty. 
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They're  going  to  take  you  up  to  hospital,  did  you 
know  ?  And — and  the  doctor  says  you'll  be  quite 
all  right  soon." 

"  Yes,  so  he  told  me.  I  don't  know — Ruth, 
look  here,  hadn't  you  better  go  back  ?  " 

"  No,  I'm  not  going  back,"  she  said,  thinking, 
perhaps,  of  that  letter  she  had  written  and  left 
behind  for  the  benefit  of  her  Uncle  George. 

It  was  impossible  to  tell  if  Jolivard's  worn  face 
expressed  relief  or  protest. 

"  Then,  wait  a  minute.  There's  a  note  in  my 
pocket  here :  the  doctor  lent  me  his  pencil.  Got 
it  ?  Well,  you  go  to  that  address,  give  that  to 
Jimmy,  and  he'll  stand  by  you.  He's  a  good  little 
fellow,  really.  Only,  see  here,  I  shouldn't  let  him 
handle  any  of  my  money,  if  I  were  you.  Jimmy's 
an  awful  ass — that  way." 

Ruth,  concealing  her  private  astonishment  at 
this  little  warning,  nodded  and  said : 

"  Very  well,  I'll  do  that.    Thanks  very  much." 

"  And  you'll  come  and  see  me  at  the  hospital, 
won't  you  ?  Let  me  know  how  you  get  on,  and 
tell  Jimmy  all  about  what's  happened." 

"  Of  course  I  will.  Don't  you  worry,  everything 
will  be  quite  all  right.  Poor  boy,  I  am  so  sorry  ! 
Are  you  in  much  pain  now  ?  " 

"  The  very  devil,"  he  said  simply. 

Two  hours  later,  the  motor  ambulance,  in  charge 
of  a  very  youthful  driver  and  two  spotless  and 
almost  terrifyingly  efficient  nurses,  had  come  and 
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gone  with  its  load  of  suffering  humanity,  and  Ruth 
wakened  from  a  brief,  exhausted  slumber  upon  the 
parlour  sofa — which  still  smelt  faintly  of  chloroform 
—to  find  the  farmer's  cart  at  the  door,  and  the 
party  for  the  station  ready  to  start. 

She  felt  most  desperately  ill  and  shaken,  and 
worst  of  all  was  the  harassing  sense  that  now,  if 
ever,  there  was  need  for  all  her  strength  and  all 
her  wit.  The  people  about  her  were  kind  and  sym- 
pathetic ;  but  they  had,  quite  obviously,  troubles 
enough  of  their  own  to  attend  to,  and  she  had  no 
shadow  of  right  to  claim  advice  or  aid  from  any 
person  whatsoever  in  this  big  new  world  which 
she  had  meant  to  enter  in  such  brave  independence, 
except  the  unknown  Jimmy  Doyle,  who  mustn't 
be  trusted  to  handle  money  !  For  the  first  time 
in  her  life  she  saw  all  possible  support  crumbling 
and  collapsing  about  her,  and  never  in  her  life  had 
she  needed  support  so  badly. 

Sometimes,  in  the  midst  of  bodily  weakness  and 
great  mental  anxiety,  the  perception  of  some  external 
oddity  or  incongruity  will  come  with  peculiar  force  ; 
and  Ruth  couldn't  help  noticing  the  way  in  which 
her  fellow-travellers — three  men  and  two  women, 
all  with  some  minor  injuries — studiously  avoided 
any  mention  of  the  painful  details  of  the  disaster, 
and  dwelt  persistently,  throughout  the  drive,  upon 
the  more  hopeful  subject  of  the  compensation  they 
were  likely  to  receive  from  the  railway  company. 
It  was  so  exactly  in  accordance  with  the  traditions 
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of  The  Crescent,  this  instinctive  refusal  to  discuss 
unpleasant  topics  in  public,  even  when  these  might 
justly  have  been  expected  to  claim  a  little  natural 
attention.  However,  for  Jolivard's  sake,  she 
treasured  their  words. 

The  portmanteau  and  the  basket  had  been  extri- 
cated, a  good  deal  battered,  from  the  wreck,  and 
she  left  them  in  the  luggage  office  at  King's  Cross, 
until  such  time  as  she  should  have  found  some 
shelter  for  herself.  The  noise  and  bustle  of  the 
big  station  made  her  feel  confused  and  giddy :  she 
had  not  expected  it  to  be  so  dark  and  dirty,  or  so 
much  like  an  ill-kept  stable-yard ;  and  she  was 
oppressed,  too,  by  the  damp  stuffiness  of  the  atmo- 
sphere, after  the  keen  sea  breezes  she  had  been 
accustomed  to.  So,  feeling  that  now  indeed  every- 
thing depended  upon  her  foresight  and  practical 
common  sense,  she  made  her  way  to  a  refreshment- 
room,  and  ordered  a  bowl  of  hot  soup,  to  strengthen 
her  for  the  coming  interview ;  but  when  the  soup 
came  she  couldn't  eat  it. 

However,  the  waiter  was  exceedingly  kind — had 
heard  all  the  details  of  the  accident,  and  was  as 
sympathetic  and  remorseful  as  if  he  himself  had 
been  personally  responsible. 

"  You  jest  wait  'alf  a  mo,  miss,"  he  said  con- 
fidentially. "  I  know  what  it  is  you  want  !  " 

He  brought  her  a  rather  stiff  whisky  and  soda. 
It  nearly  choked  her,  and  produced  a  certain  dream- 
like and  unreal  sensation  whenever  she  tried  to 
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walk,  but  on  the  whole  it  revived  her  wonderfully, 
and  even  more  welcome  was  the  easy-going,  off- 
hand friendliness  of  the  Cockney,  now  encountered 
for  the  first  time.  It  was  the  waiter  who  fetched 
a  cab  for  her,  and  put  her  in  it  and  saw  her  off, 
feeling  absurdly  comforted  and  encouraged  upon 
the  next  stage  of  her  journey  towards  Freedom. 
Not  even  the  depressing  prospect  upon  each  side  as 
she  drove  along,  the  grime  and  squalor  and  slums 
and  coal-sheds  could  altogether  dishearten  her. 


CHAPTER   V 


"  So  long  as  no  businesses  is  concerned,  they  are 
all  perfectly  darlings  !  " 

MR.  YOSHIO  MARKING'S  opinion  of  the 

English  nation. 

DOYLE'S    photographic    studio   turned   out 
to  be  a  small  shop  in  a  noisy  little  street 
in  Camden  Town.     It  was  still  undergoing 
sundry  alterations  and  repairs — there  were  shavings 
and   planks    and   painters'    ladders   about — but   a 
velvet-lined  show-case  in  the  window  already  dis- 
played some  smiling  specimens  of  Doyle's  art,  and 
the  palms  and  the  rustic  seat  were  observable  in 
the  background,  amidst  some  empty  packing-cases 
and  a  great  litter  of  straw  and  papers. 

There  was  no  one  hi  the  shop,  and  Ruth  was 
looking  about  for  some  means  of  making  her  presence 
known  when  a  mysterious  voice,  coming  out  of 
nowhere,  remarked  with  exceeding  bitterness : 

"  The  next  timp  you're  goin'  to  be  three-quarters 
of  a  nour  fetching  a  simple  pot  o'  varnish,  p'r'aps 
you'll  let  me  know  !  " 
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This  unexpected  welcome,  though  a  trifle  dis- 
concerting, seemed  to  prove  at  least  that  Jimmy 
was  at  home.  To  make  sure,  Ruth  lifted  up  her 
voice  and  inquired  if  Mr.  Doyle  were  there.  It 
was  a  little  like  telephoning  into  empty  space. 

She  heard  a  smothered  exclamation,  and  then 
a  door  at  the  back  of  the  shop,  which  she  had  not 
hitherto  noticed,  opened  suddenly,  and  a  man 
came  forward,  a  little  man  with  a  pale,  deeply 
lined  face,  who  might  have  been  any  age  between 
twenty  and  fifty.  He  was  in  his  shirt-sleeves,  and 
wiped  his  hands  surreptitiously  upon  his  trousers 
as  he  hurried  behind  the  counter. 

"  I  beg  pardon,  madam,  you  must  excuse  us  ; 
we're  all  at  sixes  and  sevens  here  at  present — the 
workmen  have  been  very  dilatory.  What  can  I— 
er— eh  ?  " 

"  Are  you  Mr.  Doyle  ?  "  Ruth  inquired. 

'  Yes,  that's  my  name,"  he  said,  looking  rather 
curiously  at  her  bandaged  arm. 

"I'm  not  a  customer,"  Ruth  went  on.  She  had 
been  considering  how  best  to  break  the  news  of 
his  friend's  mishap.  "I've  come  from  Mr.  Jolivard, 
and  I'm  sorry  to  have  to  tell  you  that  he's  had  a 
very  bad  accident." 

"An  accident !  "  repeated  Doyle,  looking  genuinely 
startled. 

'  Yes— you  saw  in  the  paper,  perhaps,  about  the 
terrible  railway  disaster  yesterday  ?  " 

"  I  saw  somethin'  on  the  bills,  miss — I've  seen 
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no  paper  as  yet.  Surely,  miss,  you  don't  mean  to 
tell  me— that— that  Frank's  killed  ?  " 

"  Oh,  no,  no.  Not  so  bad  as  that.  But  he's 
rather  seriously  hurt,  and  he's  in  hospital,  so  he 
asked  me  to  come  and  tell  you." 

"  Won't  you  sit  down,  miss  ?  "  said  Jimmy  sud- 
denly. 

He  took  a  paint-pot  off  a  wooden  chair  standing 
in  the  window,  and  brought  it  forward  for  her, 
dusting  it  down  with  his  handkerchief.  Ruth 
gladly  complied,  and  he  stood  before  her,  leaning 
on  the  counter,  with  a  serious,  attentive  face, 
whilst  she  gave  him  the  details  of  the  disaster.  But 
it  was  evident  that  he  saw  in  her  only  an  unusually 
charitable  and  obliging  fellow-passenger ;  indeed, 
his  gratitude  to  her  for  coming  at  once,  in  spite  of 
her  own  injuries,  to  bring  him  the  news,  was  quite 
embarrassing.  Ruth  felt  it  necessary  to  explain 
the  true  position  of  affairs  without  loss  of  time. 

"  I — I  was  coming  up  with  Mr.  Jolivard  at  the 
time,  you  see.  He's  a  friend  of  mine.  And  it's 
rather  awkward  for  me,  now,  because  I  don't  know 
anybody  else  here.  I've  no  lodgings,  he  was  going 
to  see  to  that  for  me — I  am  quite  a  stranger  in 
London.  And  so  we — I  thought — at  least,  he 
said,  perhaps  you  might  be  so  very  kind  as  to 
advise  me V 

Before  Jimmy's  look  of  blank  astonishment,  she 
reddened  and  became  confused.  It  suddenly 
occurred  to  her  that  he  might  think  she  was  an 
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impostor,  and  she  promptly  produced  Jolivard's 
note  and  handed  it  to  him.  It  was  only  folded, 
and  she  had  had  the  natural  curiosity  to  examine 
it  as  she  came  along,  and  had  found  it  to  be  very 
brief,  merely  a  few  scrawled  lines  which  said  :  "  All 
Miss  Charlton  tells  you  is  true.  Do  what  you  can 
for  her,  old  man,  for  my  sake,  and  I  swear  you'll 
never  regret  it. — F.  J." 

Certainly  she  had  not  reckoned  upon  the  effect 
of  this  innocent  communication  upon  Jimmy  Doyle. 
He  stared  at  it  and  stared  again,  and  then  stared 
at  her,  and  then  rubbed  his  hair  up  very  hard  with 
both  hands  and  said,  "  By  Jove  !  "  several  times 
with  tremendous  emphasis.  And  poor  Ruth,  to 
her  own  intense  annoyance,  felt  herself  growing 
redder  and  redder,  and  the  more  she  tried  to  appear 
cool  and  collected  and  quite  unconcerned,  the  more 
miserably  she  failed  to  do  so.  And  then,  to  make 
matters  worse,  she  suddenly  began  to  cry,  from 
sheer  weakness  and  helplessness  and  exasperation, 
and  perhaps  just  a  little  from  the  whisky  and  soda. 
And  all  the  time  she  was  saying  furiously  to  her- 
self :  '  You  idiot  !  You  complete  and  perfect 
idiot  !  This  is  a  pretty  way  to  begin,  isn't  it  ? 
Stop  it  at  once,  I  say  !  "  But  she  couldn't  stop  it. 

However,  the  sight  of  her  tears  completely  melted 
the  soft-hearted  Doyle.  He  came  up  to  her  at 
once,  and  patted  her  shyly  on  the  shoulder,  and 
made  vague  little  dabs  in  the  air  with  his  duster- 
handkerchief — fortunately  never  getting  within  six 
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inches  of  her  face — and  did  his  very  best  to  cheer 
and  console  her,  saying : 

"  There,  there,  miss,  that's  all  right  !  Never 
mind !  /'//  see  you  through,  never  fear  !  It  took 
me  aback  a  bit  at  first,  you  see,  because — well,  Frank 
hadn't  made  no  mention  of  such  a  thing ;  but  he's 
a  very  old  friend  o'  mine,  and  any  friend  of  his — 
any  friend,  I'm  sure  ! — is  welcome  to  whatever  I 
can  do.  Come,  come,  now  !  Don't  mind  me — just 
have  a  good  cry  if  you  feel  like  it  !  There,  there  !  " 

It  was  so  absurd,  it  was  so  dreadful,  and  yet 
poor  Ruth  was  so  thoroughly  worn  out  by  her  recent 
experiences  that  almost  any  kind  of  refuge  would 
have  been  welcome — she  could  not  face  the  idea 
of  turning  out  and  shifting  for  herself  in  her  present 
exhausted  condition.  So,  for  a  little  while,  she 
sobbed  and  Jimmy  comforted  her,  and  then  she 
had  recovered  herself  sufficiently  to  wipe  her  eyes, 
and  say  : 

"  But,  Mr.  Doyle,  I'm  afraid  you  don't  really 
understand ' ' 

"  Yes,  I  do,  miss  ;  yes,  I  do  !  "  interposed  Jimmy 
swiftly. 

But  she  floundered  desperately  on  : 

"  No,  indeed,  I'm  sure  you  don't.  I  mean,  you 
mustn't  think  badly  of  Mr.  Jolivard,  because — 
because  there's  no  need  to.  You  mustn't  blame 
him,  for  it's  entirely  my  own  affair,  and — and  he's 
been  so  kind." 

"  Yes,  miss,  I'm  sure  of  it.    /  don't  want  to 
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blame  the  poor  lad,  after  what's  happened  to  him 
and  all.  Bless  you,  I  know  him  well  enough — I 
know  him  better  than  you  do,  miss  !  Come  now, 
we'll  just  talk  things  over,  quiet  like,  and  see  what 
best  we  can  arrange."  He  had  taken  her  hand 
now,  and  was  patting  it  in  quite  a  fatherly  manner. 
"  Now,  first  of  all,  miss,  about  " — he  hesitated 
a  little,  and  seemed  embarrassed — "  your  friends  : 
I  suppose  you  don't  think  it  might  be  as  well  to — 
er — to  go  back  to  them,  eh  ?  Under  the  circum- 
stances, I  mean  to  say,  they  could  hardly  expect 
—eh?  " 

Ruth  perceived  still  more  awful  complications 
arising  all  around  her. 

"  No,  Mr.  Doyle,  I  can't  do  that — I  don't  want 
to  do  that  at  all.  I  want  to  get  some  work  here. 
That  was  what  I  came  up  for,  and  Mr.  Jolivard  was 
going  to  help  me."  She  saw  Jimmy's  face  growing 
graver  and  graver,  and  hurried  on.  "  He  thought 
I  might  perhaps  get  a  post  as  rink  instructor,  after 
a  while.  I've  no  other  opening  just  yet  that  I 
can  see,  and  he  says  I  skate  nearly  well  enough 
already.  He's  been  teaching  me  all  the  summer, 
you  know." 

Curious  how  that  straightforward,  business-like 
statement  should  sound,  even  in  her  own  ears,  like 
the  wildest  tissue  of  nonsense  !  Jimmy  was  silent 
for  a  few  minutes,  and  then  he  inquired  gently  : 

"  It  was  at  that  rink — where  he's  been — that 
you  met  him  first,  I  suppose  ?  " 
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She  nodded. 

"  Yes,  Mr.  Doyle.  But  you  really  are  mistaken, 
you  know  !  I  can't  help  seeing  what  you  think, 
and  it's  not — I  know  it  does  sound  rather  queer, 
but  we're  just  friends,  and " 

Jimmy's  look  of  perplexed  pity  checked  her 
abruptly.  What  if  he  were  right  after  all,  and  she 
were  wrong  ?  She  had  been  so  certain,  so  confident 
— but  then  the  essence  of  deception  is  to  be  de- 
ceived !  "I  know  him  better  than  you  do,  miss  !  " 
Jimmy  had  said.  What  did  that  mean  ?  With 
a  dreadful,  devastating  realization  of  her  own 
essential  ignorance  and  inexperience,  she  still  had 
the  sense  to  understand  that  any  further  protesta- 
tions of  innocence  just  now — even  if  Jimmy  believed 
them  to  be  quite  genuine — would  only  serve  to 
arouse  his  chivalrous  indignation  on  her  behalf, 
which  might  be  disastrous  for  poor  Jolivard.  And 
even  now  her  first  irrational  instinct  was  to  shield 
Jolivard,  who  might,  indeed,  be  wholly  undeserving, 
but  it  did  seem  almost  beyond  belief  that  she  could 
have  been  so  mistaken  in  him  !  So  she  was  silent, 
and  how  Jimmy  interpreted  her  sudden  silence, 
Heaven  only  knows  ;  but  after  a  moment  or  two  he 
relinquished  her  hand,  and  said  quite  cheerily  : 

"  Would  you  mind  waitin'  here  for  a  minute, 
miss  ?  I'll  just  step  into  the  back  room  an'  have 
a  few  words  with  my  wife  ;  I  believe  I've  got  a 
notion  how  we  might  fix  it." 

But  the  minute  had  lengthened  to  nearly  half  an 
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hour  before  he  returned.  She  could  hear  a  confused 
murmur  of  voices  in  the  back  room.  It  seemed  as 
though  some  heated  dispute  were  going  on,  and 
once  or  twice  the  door  opened  a  very  little  way, 
and  some  one  peeped  through  at  her.  She  sat 
quite  still,  leaning  her  arms  upon  the  counter, 
with  a  faint  consciousness  of  physical  satisfaction 
in  even  this  slight  rest  and  relaxation — she  was 
so  deeply  and  utterly  weary.  She  was  too  weary, 
indeed,  to  be  as  much  disturbed  in  mind  by  what 
had  just  passed  as  she  might  have  been  under 
different  circumstances  ;  it  all  seemed  part  of  her 
general  dazed  sense  of  misery  and  discomfort.  Only 
two  thoughts  stood  up  now  in  her  mind  with  an 
exaggerated  clearness  :  one,  the  memory  of  that 
awful,  that  unbelievable,  that  unforgiveable  letter, 
written  recklessly  "for  a  lark,"  and  left  behind  to 
seal  her  doom  in  that  direction  for  ever  and  ever ; 
the  other,  oddly  enough,  a  certain  puzzled  wonder 
why  on  earth  Jimmy  Doyle  should  take  the  matter 
so  seriously.  Ruth  knew  little  enough  of  the 
wicked  world  from  personal  experience,  but  Jimmy's 
first  look  of  genuine,  horrified  bewilderment — what- 
ever he  might  think,  whatever  he  might  believe— 
was  hardly  what  she  would  have  expected  from  a 
man  of  his  age  and  type  and  social  standing,  unless, 
indeed,  the  wicked  world  was  a  much  less 
wicked  place  than  she  had  been  prepared  to  find 
it. 
When  dlt  last  Jimmy  came  back  to  her,  he  was 
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flushed  and  warm,  but  wore  an  air  of  satisfaction 
— almost  of  triumph. 

"  Well,  miss,  that's  all  right ;  I've  spoken  to  my 
wife,  an'  I  think  I've  an  idea  for  you,  if  you're 
agreeable,  that's  to  say.  I  take  it  there's  no  imme- 
diate prospect  of  a  rink  engagement  ?  "  He  smiled 
as  he  asked  this,  and  put  the  question  indulgently 
as  one  might  to  a  child. 

"No,"  Ruth  replied  rather  stiffly.  "  I  should 
have  to  pass  my  test  first." 

"  Quite  so,  that's  what  I  thought,"  said  Jimmy 
hastily. 

He  went  on  to  explain  that  he  had  been  counting 
upon  Jolivard's  help  in  the  start  of  his  business, 
since  the  actual  technical  work  would  occupy  his 
own  time  pretty  fully ;  that  he  didn't  want  the  poor 
lad  to  come  out  an'  find  his  place  filled  up,  and 
therefore,  if  Ruth  cared  to  deputize  for  a  few  weeks, 
until  Jolivard  was  out  of  hospital,  it  might  be 
mutually  convenient  for  all  parties.  He  went  on 
to  say  that  there  were  two  empty  rooms  upstairs, 
which  he  and  his  wife  had  meant  to  let,  and  if 
Ruth  cared  to  take  one  of  these,  and  also  to  board 
with  them  in  consideration  of  her  services,  she  was 
very  welcome  to  do  so. 

"  There  ain't  much  I  can  do,  miss,"  added  Jimmy, 
"  but  I  can  do  this." 

"  But  it's  so  awfully  good  of  you,  Mr.  Doyle  !  " 
exclaimed  Ruth,  rather  touched  and  greatly  relieved, 
but  also  exceedingly  embarrassed  by  this  benevo- 
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lence.  "  I  really  don't  see  why  you  should  do  that, 
when  you've  never  even  seen  me  before,  when  you 
know  nothing  whatever  about  me — 

"  Well,  you  see  what  Frank  says  here,  miss," 
said  Doyle  simply,  touching  his  pocket  where  Joli- 
vard's  letter  lay,  and  Ruth  bit  her  lips  and  was 
silenced.  "  I  want  to  do  all  I  can  for  the  poor  lad," 
he  continued.  "  It's  hard  luck  on  him,  and  he's 
been  very  good  to  me  before  now,  when  I  was  in  a 
bit  of  a  difficulty  once.  So  we'll  consider  it  as 
settled,  shall  we,  miss  ?  And  when  Frank's  about 
again — well,  we'll  see,  we'll  see." 

"  I'll  do  my  best,"  Ruth  said  humbly.  "  I'm 
afraid  I  don't  know  very  much  about  business — 
about  this  sort  of  business ;  but  I'll  try  to  learn. 
And  at  least  I'm  honest."  Then,  remembering 
Jolivard's  veiled  hint,  she  grew  scarlet  with  the 
thought  that  Jimmy  might  take  this  as  an  insult. 

But  he  only  laughed,  and  stooped  to  pick  up 
something  from  behind  the  counter,  so  that  his 
face  was  hidden  for  a  moment,  and  said : 

"  Well,  I  don't  know  such  a  great  deal  myself, 
and  that's  a  fact.  But  it's  -only  a  temporary 
arrangement,  you  see,  miss;  an'  there'll  not  be 
much  doing  at  first,  I  dare  say." 

Then  he  proposed  that  Ruth  should  come  in  and 
see  his  wife,  and  have  a  bit  of  dinner  with  them, 
and  then  come  upstairs  and  inspect  the  room. 

"  And  touching  the  matter  o'  furniture,  miss,  I 
don't  know  how  much  we  might  be  able  to  spare, 
but " 
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"  Oh,  that's  all  right,"  said  Ruth  hastily,  "  I've 
got  just  a  little  ready  money ;  I  could  buy  a  camp- 
bed  and  a  table  and  chair  and  so  forth.  I  shan't 
want  much." 

He  seemed  greatly  relieved  to  hear  this,  and 
said  he'd  come  with  her  after  dinner  and  show  her 
where  to  get  them  cheap.  Ruth  ventured  to 
enter  a  mild  protest  on  behalf  of  possible  customers, 
or  at  least  on  behalf  of  the  appalling  arrears  of 
cleaning  and  tidying  due  to  the  studio. 

"  Oh,  bless  you,  miss,  that  don't  matter  !  "  said 
Jimmy. 

The  room  behind  the  shop  was  very  small  and 
dark,  and  almost  as  disorderly  as  the  shop  itself. 
All  the  furniture  was  very  obviously  second-hand. 
Some  clothes  were  airing  in  the  fender ;  the  one 
window  was  screened  from  its  view  straight  into 
the  back  yard  by  a  curtain  of  coloured  beads  ;  on 
the  round  table  in  the  centre  of  the  room  was  a 
checked  cloth  and  the  casual  beginnings  of  a  meal. 

Mrs.  Doyle  had  a  fat,  white  face,  and  a  great  pro- 
fusion of  yellow  hair,  and  a  most  tremendous  wed- 
ding ring.  She  wore  a  slovenly  flannel  dressing- 
gown,  and  carried  in  her  arms  a  very  small  and 
rather  miserable-looking  baby,  apparently  about 
a  fortnight  old.  And  oh,  her  air  and  her  manner 
towards  this  unexpected  intruder,  this  stranded 
disreputable,  it  was  a  wonderful  thing  to  see ! 
Not  that  she  refused  to  talk  to  her.  On  the  con- 
trary, she  talked  all  dinner  time — dinner  was  a 
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meat  pie  from  the  cookshop,  and  bottled  beer  for 
Jimmy,  and  stout  for  Mrs.  Doyle,  and  some  tea  and 
bread  and  butter  for  Ruth,  which  he  insisted  on 
and  his  wife  wasn't  very  ready  to  get — but  her 
conversation  was  rather  in  the  nature  of  a  catechism. 
Ruth,  trying  desperately  and  diplomatically  to  be 
polite,  could  not  refrain  from  short  and  evasive 
answers.  It  would  have  been  much  easier  if  Jimmy, 
partly  from  motives  of  sheer  good  nature,  but  per- 
haps, also,  partly  from  marital  perversity,  had  not 
persisted  in  taking  her  part. 

"  No,  Mrs.  Doyle,  I've  no  friends  here.  .  .  . 
No,  I've  no  work  waiting  for  me.  .  .  .  Yes,  per- 
haps it  was  rather  foolish  of  me  to  come  up  just 
now.  .  .  .  No,  I've  only  known  Mr.  Jolivard  a 
few  months.  .  .  .  No,  my  father  isn't  alive.  .  .  . 
No,  I  don't  believe  my  mother  has  ever  seen  him  ; 
my  brother  knows  him  slightly.  .  .  .  No,  I'm 
not  going  back  again  just  yet.  .  .  .  Why  ?  Oh, 
I  don't  want  to.  ...  Yes,  I  did  decide  to  come 
rather  suddenly,  I  suppose." 

'  There,  there,  miss,  that's  all  right !  "  said 
Jimmy,  with  hearty  reassurance.  "  Bless  you,  we 
understand.  You  wanted  to  come  with  Frank— 
and  very  natural  too,  I'm  sure.  Poor  lad  !  Well, 
I  wish  he  was  here  to-day  to  make  a  four  of  us,  but 
it  won't  be  long,  I  hope,  before  he  is,  an'  then  we'll 
all  be  comfortable  !  " 

At  which  cheery  prognostication  poor  Ruth  was 
seized  with  a  sudden  spasm  of  helpless  laughter; 
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she  was  past  all  protest  now,  and  began,  despite 
herself,  to  perceive  some  elements  of  absurdity  in 
her  situation.  But  Mrs.  Doyle  did  not  laugh,  and 
her  glance  was  withering. 

The  room  upstairs  was  in  the  front,  with  an 
excellent  view  of  the  traffic.  As  Doyle  observed, 
that  made  it  very  bright  and  lively.  It  was  per- 
fectly empty,  and  extremely  dirty,  and  the  fire- 
place was  red  with  rust. 

"  This  house  has  been  standin'  empty  a  bit, 
before  we  moved  in,"  observed  Jimmy,  standing 
in  the  doorway  and  rubbing  his  hands. 

Ruth  inquired  if  it  would  be  possible  for  the 
workmen,  who  were  now  very  audible  downstairs, 
to  whitewash  the  ceiling  and  distemper  the  walls 
during  the  afternoon,  also  if  a  charwoman  was 
available.  Jimmy,  after  mature  consideration,  gave 
it  as  his  opinion  that  anything  could  be  done  if  you 
had  the  money. 

So  Ruth  expended  twro  or  three  out  of  her  forty- 
five  pounds  over  soap  and  water  and  disinfectants 
and  blacklead  and  bribes — chiefly  over  bribes — and 
in  a  few  hours  the  place  was  transformed.  She 
also  made  her  first  shopping  expedition,  with  Doyle's 
promised  escort,  and  purchased  a  few  necessary 
articles  of  furniture,  cheap  but  new,  and  Jimmy's 
face  said,  as  plainly  as  if  he  had  spoken  : 

"  Well,  you  are  going  it,  miss  !  Of  course,  I 
know  that  money  don't  matter  to  you — but  poor 
old  Frank ! " 
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However,  he  was  so  kind  and  obliging,  and  so 
cheerfully  ready  to  forget  all  about  his  own  business 
in  helping  her,  that  it  was  impossible  to  be  seriously 
annoyed  with  him.  And  indeed,  she  told  herself, 
the  misunderstanding  was  rather  a  natural  one  ;  it 
was  only  another  aspect  of  that  bad  old  tradition 
against  which  she  had  been  fighting  ever  since  she 
realized  the  stupid,  numbing  force  of  it — the  tradi- 
tion which  refused  to  recognize  her  as  a  separate 
individuality,  but  saw  her  only  as  the  other  half  of 
some  Not  Impossible  He. 

And  down  at  the  very  bottom  of  her  heart  there 
lurked  still  that  little  cold  dread  lest  Jimmy's 
error  might  not  be  such  a  very  great  error  after  all. 
She  couldn't  believe  it — she  wouldn't  believe  it ; 
but  the  dread  was  there,  and  it  held  her  back  from 
open  denial  and  indignant  remonstrance  even  more 
effectually  than  her  physical  weakness  and  weari- 
ness did.  And,  anyway,  Jimmy  was  going  to  the 
hospital  in  the  evening,  and  would  see  Jolivard 
there,  and  learn  the  truth,  for  good  or  evil. 

But  when  Jimmy  went  to  the  hospital,  he  didn't 
see  Jolivard,  who  was  very  ill  after  his  journey  in 
the  ambulance,  and  must  on  no  account  be  dis- 
turbed. And,  long  before  he  got  back  to  the 
studio,  Ruth  was  sleeping  the  sleep  of  exhaustion, 
in  the  upper  room — now  smelling  damply  of  dis- 
temper— with  all  her  possessions  strewn  about  her. 

She  had  considered  the  possibility  of  her  family 
becoming  alarmed  upon  her  account  after  reading 
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of  the  accident,  and  had,  therefore,  sent  off  an 
undated  telegram,  saying  merely,  "  Quite  safe  and 
quite  happy,"  and  afterwards  rather  regretted  hav- 
ing done  so,  lest  it  should  lead  to  discovery.  •  The 
telegram,  however,  gave  no  clue,  and  if  Ruth  under- 
rated the  far-reaching  powers  of  our  Press — well, 
that  is  a  mistake  that  many  older  and  wiser  people 
have  made. 


CHAPTER   VI 


"  Behold,  thy  votaries  submissive  beg 
That  thou  wilt  deign  to  grant  them  all  they  ask, 
Assist  them  to  accomplish  all  their  ends 
And  sanctify  whatever  means  they  use 
To  gain  them  !  " 

"  The  Critic." 

BY  the  end  of  the  week,  it  seemed  to  Ruth  as  if 
all  the  old  familiar  life  of  The  Crescent  lay 
long  years  behind  her.  She  had  become  at 
once  absorbed  by  her  new  surroundings — by  her 
immediate  duties,  and  these  were  many  and  ardu- 
ous. The  task  of  steering  Jimmy  Doyle  through 
his  daily  entanglements  was  in  itself  no  light  matter. 
He  was  not  naturally  a  lazy  man,  but  his  energy 
expended  itself  in  random  fashion,  and  in  all  direc- 
tions at  once  ;  and,  amongst  other  childlike  quali- 
ties, he  had  the  child's  happy  power  of  detachment 
— of  sitting  down  to  play  or  chat,  quite  unconcernedly 
in  the  midst  of  some  incredible  muddle  urgently 
requiring  his  personal  attention.  Doubtless  this 
same  easy  -going  disposition  had  something  to  do  with 
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his  cheerful  indifference  towards  the  decidedly 
ambiguous  position  of  his  new  assistant,  for  very 
soon  he  seemed  to  forget  all  about  it,  though  Mrs. 
Doyle  didn't. 

Ruth  was  unexpectedly  useful  to  him.  I  think 
he  felt  that  he  had  got  her  cheap — a  bargain — 
slightly  shop-soiled  ;  and  to  get  anything  cheap— 
a  bargain — slightly  shop-soiled — was  Jimmy's  idea 
of  extreme  commercial  acuteness.  And  Ruth  her- 
self soon  came  to  feel  that  really,  as  far  as  Jimmy 
was  concerned,  it  didn't  matter.  What  did  matter 
was  that  the  painter's  boy  was  doing  the  shop-front 
brown  instead  of  green,  and  refusing  to  be  corrected 
by  any  one  except  his  foreman — who  was  absent ; 
that  the  last  consignment  of  plates  hadn't  come  ; 
and  that  Jimmy  was  engaged  for  the  day  in  pasting 
the  back  kitchen  window  all  over  with  red  opaque 
paper — the  back  kitchen  was  to  be  his  dark  room- 
doing  it  beautifully,  no  doubt,  but  to  the  total 
exclusion  of  all  other  business  whatever. 

Their  little  difficulties  were  increased  by  the  con- 
tinued indisposition  of  Mrs.  Doyle,  who  remained 
secluded  in  the  back  parlour — but  with  the  door  ajar 
to  hear  what  went  on — ministered  to  by  the  slat- 
ternly little  day  girl.  Ruth  and  Jimmy  got  what 
scrambling  meals  they  could,  at  odd  times ;  and, 
from  his  gratitude  and  surprise  over  an  occasional 
cup  of  hot  coffee  or  freshly  made  tea,  Ruth  gathered 
that  he  had  not  always  fared  so  well.  The  Doyles, 
it  appeared,  had  lived  in  furnished  lodgings  until 
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a  month  ago,  choosing  that  as  an  appropriate  and 
auspicious  moment  to  set  up  housekeeping. 

Jolivard  continued  very  ill :  he  was  on  the 
"  dangerous  list,"  having  developed  pneumonia, 
which — Ruth  now  learnt  for  the  first  time — was  not 
an  uncommon  complication  of  such  injuries  as  he 
had  received.  She  made  daily  pilgrimages  to  the 
hospital,  but  he  must  not  be  talked  to  or  excited 
in  any  way,  and  she  only  saw  him  for  a  few  minutes 
at  a  time,  generally  hi  the  presence  of  a  nurse. 
Jimmy  had  been  once,  and  been  so  dreadfully  upset 
afterwards  that  he  shrank  from  going  again.  "  I'm 
sure  I  shouldn't,  then,"  Ruth  said  decidedly.  "  You 
can  do  no  good,  and  I'll  take  him  any  messages  you 
like  to  send." 

And  Jimmy  submitted  willingly  enough.  In- 
deed, his  delicate  deference  to  her  prior  claim  was 
sometimes  almost  more  than  Ruth  could  bear. 
But  she  dreaded  that  painful  and  inevitable  ex- 
planation between  the  two  friends  with  an  ever- 
increasing  dread.  She  was  no  longer  troubled  by 
the  devastating  doubts  of  the  first  day — her  first 
sight  of  poor  Jolivard,  lying  so  still  and  silent  in  his 
narrow  white  bed,  with  an  ominous  temperature 
chart  suspended  above  him  like  the  sword  of  Fate, 
had  cleared  up  all  uneasiness  on  that  score  finally  and 
for  ever.  Now,  whenever  she  thought  of  Jimmy's 
assertion  ,  "  I  know  him  better  than  you  do,  miss,  " 
she  could  parry  it  with  her  own  comforting  convic- 
tion that  Jimmy,  for  all  his  opportunities,  didn't 
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know  him  half  so  well,  or  he  would  never  have 
thought  that  of  him,  poor  boy  !  No,  her  anxiety 
had  taken  a  new  shape,  and  Jolivard's  very  inno- 
cence intensified  it.  For  presently  she  had  to  ask 
herself,  what  would  he  think,  when  he  has  suffi- 
ciently recovered  to  realize  his  position,  of  this 
entanglement  she  had  contrived  to  weave  about  his 
feet  ?  And  already  she  began  to  perceive  that  her 
previous  notions  of  a  petty  world  of  dull  convention 
and  prim  propriety,  centring  about  The  Crescent, 
and  a  boundless  universe  of  Bohemian  tolerance  and 
freedom  of  thought  everywhere  outside  it,  required 
considerable  revision.  She  had  expected  to  shock 
her  brother  Steve,  and  lo,  she  had  shocked  Jimmy 
Doyle  !  She  had  expected  to  be  despised  by  Edith, 
and  Mrs.  Doyle  despised  her.  She  had  counted  on 
making  her  Uncle  George  angry,  what  if  she  had 
made  Jolivard  himself  furiously,  and  most  right- 
eously, angry  instead  ? 

She  had  made  her  plunge  into  the  wicked  world 
— the  wicked  metropolitan  world,  too  ! — and  found 
it  full  of  shabby,  worried  people  who  had  about  as 
much  leisure  and  inclination  for  the  sinful  secret 
pleasures  of  life  as  they  had  for  Alpine  climbing, 
and  for  precisely  the  same  reason.  She  had  dis- 
covered, in  fact,  for  the  first  time,  that  her  fellow- 
creatures  had  stomachs,  and  that  the  perpetual 
problem  of  replenishing  these  harmless  necessary 
organs  constituted,  for  the  vast  majority  of  her 
fellow-creatures,  the  one  absorbing  problem  of 
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existence.  It  is  an  unromantic  fact,  and  highly 
unflattering  to  our  feminine  vanity,  but  none  the 
less  true  that,  below  a  certain  level  of  income,  a 
plate  of  sausages  and  mashed  and  a  mug  of  beer  will 
awaken  more  genuine  emotion,  in  the  average 
sensual  man,  than  the  sight  of  the  most  provo- 
catively beautiful  female  on  earth.  And  it  is  des- 
perately hard  for  the  cultured,  well-nourished  social 
reformer  or  scientist,  politician  or  man  of  letters,  born 
and  reared  in  a  comfortable  class  which  has  forgotten 
the  fear  of  famine  for  long  centuries,  to  believe  that 
for  all  this  dingy  underworld  of  seedy  persons, 
struggling  pluckily  to  survive  upon  the  edge  of  a 
hopeless  abyss  of  destitution,  there  is  only  one 
imperative  appetite  in  life,  to  which  all  others  are 
subsidiary — so  subsidiary,  so  inconsiderable,  that 
any  attempt  to  discuss  them  seriously,  before  the 
final  permanent  satisfaction  of  that  first  primary 
need  would  be  met,  I  fear,  with  incredulous  irre- 
verent guffaws.  A  precarious  twenty  to  forty 
shillings  a  week  may  complicate  existence  in  a  thou- 
sand irksome  ways  ;  but  there  are  many  things  it 
simplifies. 

Jimmy  Doyle's  neighbours  and  acquaintances,  as 
Ruth  very  soon  discovered,  were  occasionally  casual 
in  their  domestic  relationships,  and  sometimes  quite 
staggeringly  outspoken,  but  the  question  was 
always  first  an  economic,  and  only  secondly  an 
ethical  one  ;  and  everybody  got  married,  sooner  or 
later,  when  they  could  afford  it.  And  the  general 
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atmosphere  in  which  she  found  herself,  if  coarser 
and  rougher  than  the  tepid  atmosphere  of  The 
Crescent,  was  at  least  as  healthy,  and  entirely  free 
from  morbid  or  erotic  introspection.  Jimmy  thought 
— well,  there  was  no  doubt  about  what  Jimmy 
thought,  and  no  doubt  about  his  private  criticism, 
but  she  fancied  this  criticism  was  based  largely  upon 
financial  grounds — he  thought  Frank  had  been  an 
awful  fool.  And  Mrs.  Doyle's  dislike  was  a  personal 
dislike  of  this  intruder  who  had  unconsciously  be- 
come such  a  bone  of  contention  upon  the  very  first 
day.  Her  parade  of  offended  virtue  was  the  easiest 
weapon  to  use,  so  she  used  that ;  but  she  would  have 
found  some  other  weapon  had  Ruth  appeared  with 
her  marriage  lines  as  the  lawful  Mrs.  Jolivard.  So 
she  had  not  even  achieved  sensational  impropriety  : 
she  had  only  done  something  supremely  silly. 
There  was  no  rose-coloured  limelight  upon  her  deed  in 
Camden  Town,  but  only  the  harsh,  plain,  disapprov- 
ing light  of  day  to  show  it  for  the  tawdry  thing  it  was  ; 
and  poor  Jolivard  would  be  all  the  more  annoyed 
and  disgusted  because  of  the  grotesque  irrelevance 
of  the  whole  affair  to  the  hard,  prosaic  realities  of 
his  frugal  toilsome  existence. 

And  then  there  was  that  letter — that  foolishly, 
wilfully  compromising  letter — which  she  had  written 
and  left  behind  in  sheer  defiance,  knowing  that  only 
thus  could  she  make  the  severance  with  the  old  de- 
tested aimless  life  a  complete  and  final  one.  True, 
she  had  carefully  refrained  from  any  direct  allusion 
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to  Jolivard,  or  any  direct  accusation  against  any- 
body ;  but  she  was  uncomfortably  aware  by  now 
that  the  local  evidence  against  him  must  be  damning 
indeed.  She  had  had  practical  proof,  many  times 
before,  of  the  amazing  capacity  of  The  Crescent 
for  scandalmongering.  They  could  say  what  they 
liked  about  her,  of  course — she  didn't  mind  that, 
she  expected  it,  and  the  most  they  would  say  was 
that  she  had  been  cruelly  deceived  and  probably 
deserted — but  what  they  would  say  about  him 
didn't  bear  thinking  of  !  And  could  she  have  taken 
a  more  unpardonable,  unwarrantable  liberty  than 
in  calmly  appropriating  him  in  this  way,  as  a 
stepping-stone  towards  her  freedom  ?  Her  free- 
dom !  Was  this  freedom  ?  But  had  she  ever 
truly  desired  freedom  ? 

For,  in  the  midst  of  all  these  haunting  anxieties, 
these  wincing  moments  of  remorse  and  shame, 
there  was  growing  up  within  her  a  deep,  comfort- 
ing sense  of  a  longing  satisfied :  that  immense, 
irrational  joy  which  comes  with  responsibility 
tasted  for  the  first  time,  under  no  matter  what 
unpromising  conditions.  All  her  life  she  had  been 
held  starved  of  this  chief  necessity  of  restless, 
enterprising  human  beings  ;  all  her  life  she  had 
known  that  it  mattered  to  nobody  in  particular 
whether  she  got  up  or  lay  in  bed,  went  out  or 
stopped  at  home,  lived  or  died.  And  now  it  did 
matter.  The  confusion  caused  by  her  absence  might 
be  only  temporary,  but  it  would  be  real ;  and  oh, 
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the  delight  of  that  knowledge  !  Vanity,  vanity, 
under  the  sun,  thank  God  for  vanity  under  the  sun  ! 

It  is  possible,  so  wise  men  tell  us,  to  classify  all 
creatures  roughly  into  two  great  classes,  the  active 
creative,  the  passive  receptive.  But  the  wise  men, 
rather  unwisely,  go  on  to  label  these  two  great 
classes  masculine  and  feminine :  an  arbitrary 
distinction  and  not  quite  true,  for  the  passive  recep- 
tive male,  the  active  creative  female,  are  not  ab- 
normal freaks  of  nature,  but  commonplace  objects 
within  the  scope  of  every  one's  observation.  Pity 
the  active  creative  female  doomed  to  a  passive 
receptive  life  ;  pity  the  passive  receptive  male  per- 
petually called  upon  to  display  those  very  qualities 
in  which  he  is  deficient,  and  roundly  rated  for  his 
deficiencies  ! 

Ruth,  finding  sudden  ample  scope  for  her  pent-up 
activity,  was  as  instinctively  happy  as  a  bird  re- 
leased ;  and  no  logical  consideration  of  the  atten- 
dant circumstances  could  altogether  damp  her 
spirits. 

Unconsciously  she  grew  to  love  the  rather  squalid 
scenes  which  made  a  background  for  this  sudden 
evolution  of  her  soul :  the  moving  traffic  and  vague 
glimpses  of  green  leaves  in  the  parks,  caught  during 
her  daily  tram  rides  to  and  from  the  hospital ;  the 
big  shop  windows  that  were  a  fair  and  a  theatre 
and  a  picture  gallery  all  in  one  ;  the  little  shops 
that  were  somehow  more  crowded  and  more  friendly 
and  more  intimate  than  any  she  had  ever  known 
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before ;  the  wonderful,  heart -catching  glamour  of 
the  lit  streets  at  night,  with  the  long  roadways 
shining  like  water,  and  all  the  city's  jewels  ablaze 
against  the  infinite  deep  blue  of  the  misty  sky. 
Above  all,  the  crowd,  the  cheerful,  cynical  Cockney 
crowd,  alert  and  keenly  interested  in  the  most  trivial 
happenings,  unmoved  by  the  most  tragic  and  tre- 
mendous occurrences  in  their  midst ;  the  busy 
crowd,  no  longer  to  be  secretly  and  bitterly  envied 
because  they  were  busy  and  she  was  not,  but  hailed 
with  a  new,  all-embracing  comradeship — friends 
and  fellow-workers  now,  dear  friends  and  fellow- 
workers  every  one  ! 

And,  for  a  young  woman  accustomed  to  the 
continuous  disapproving  scrutiny  of  relatives, 
friends,  neighbours,  and  acquaintances,  from 
which  there  was  no  shelter — the  fierce  light,  self- 
engendered,  that  beats  upon  the  provincial  town 
— the  relief,  the  blessed  peace  and  relief,  of  a 
plunge  into  this  careless,  tolerant  ocean  of  humanity 
where  the  littlest  little  wave  swallowed  her  and 
forgot  her  in  one  gulp  ! 

Actuated  by  an  odd  mixture  of  motives — promi- 
nent amongst  them,  perhaps,  a  secret  desire  to  pro- 
pitiate the  outraged  Jolivard  by  scrupulous  atten- 
tion to  any  chance  advice  he  had  already  given  her 
— she  managed  to  squeeze  an  hour  or  so  out  of  every 
hurrying  day  for  practice  at  one  of  the  big  rinks  : 
not  now  for  pleasure,  but  with  a  stern  and  serious 
purpose  in  view.  Progress  was  hampered  by  her 
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injured  arm,  which  made  lessons  a  difficulty ;  but 
she  persevered,  and  took  every  opportunity  of 
making  inquiries  among  the  lady  instructors  con- 
cerning hours  and  wages  and  conditions  of  work  ; 
and  it  all  seemed  a  Paradise  of  care-free  ease  and 
security  compared  to  her  present  precarious  position. 
The  forty-five  pounds  was  shrinking  steadily, 
despite  her  free  board  and  lodging.  There  was  a 
friendly  young  doctor  near  the  studio,  who  dressed 
her  shoulder  every  day,  and  was  very  kind  and  sym- 
pathetic ;  but  his  bill  was  a  looming  terror  added 
to  all  her  other  terrors.  She  had  been  forced, 
too,  to  buy  a  neat,  business-like  black  dress  and 
some  black  aprons,  for  her  daily  work  :  for  pre- 
sently customers  began  to  drop  in,  chiefly  young 
couples  "  walking  out  "  on  Thursday  and  Saturday 
nights,  stiff  and  shining  and  giggling  in  their  best 
clothes.  Then  did  Doyle  exult,  and  declare  him- 
self overwhelmed  with  work.  Certainly,  he  always 
seemed  to  have  plenty  to  do,  although  perhaps 
there  was  not  very  much  to  show  for  it. 

After  a  while,  Jolivard  began  to  mend :  his  name 
came  off  the  "  dangerous  list,"  and  he  could  only  be 
seen  at  stated  hours  upon  visiting  days.  Ruth  went 
regularly  then,  and  always  found  him  expecting  her, 
with  an  honest,  boyish  eagerness*  which  was  rather 
pathetic.  But  he  never  left  his  bed  ;  and  there  was 
a  fear  that  he  might  be  permanently  lame,  which 
frightened  him  very  much,  though  he  never  said  a 
word  about  it  when  Ruth  was  there. 
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Sometimes  the  bed  would  be  moved  out  upon  a 
high  iron  balcony,  from  which  he  could  catch  a  fore- 
shortened glimpse  of  the  busy  street ;  and  she  would 
sit  beside  him  here,  telling  him  about  Doyle's  busi- 
ness, in  which  he  was  naturally  interested,  and 
making  him  laugh  by  a  description  of  some  of 
Doyle's  business  methods. 

"  Poor  old  Jimmy  !  "  Jolivard  said.  "  That's 
exactly  like  him  !  I'm  awfully  glad  you  get  on  with 
him  so  well,  though  ;  he's  been  uncommonly  decent 
to  you,  on  the  whole,  hasn't  he  ?  It  was  really  a 
great  bit  of  luck  that  he  should  have  been  able  to 
help  you  just  now,  wasn't  it  ?  " 

And  poor  Ruth  would  feel  a  blacker  and  beastlier 
deceiver  than  ever,  contrasting  this  pleasant  delusion 
with  the  real  facts  as  she  knew  them.  She  had 
told  the  ward  sister  that  she  was  a  friend  of  the 
patient's,  and  the  ward  sister,  who  had  cherished  a 
tender  little  fancy  for  Romance  through  all  the 
stress  and  strain  of  her  arduous  life,  at  once  ac- 
cepted her  as  the  patient's  fiancee.  Ruth  knew  this, 
but  as  it  meant  certain  special  privileges,  and  as  she 
lived  now  in  continual  dread  of  further  misunder- 
standings, she  let  it  pass.  And  then  one  day  she 
found  Jolivard  looking  puzzled  and  troubled,  and  as 
soon  as  they  were  left  alone  he  whispered  : 

"  I  say,  Ruth," — she  was  always  "  Ruth " 
now — "  what  did  you  tell  that  woman  about  us  ? 
Did  you  say  I  was  your  brother,  or  what  ?  " 

"Oh,    heavens,"    thought    Ruth,    "she's    been 
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talking !  "     Aloud  she  replied  quite  truthfully :  "  I 
just  said  I  was  a  friend  of  yours." 

Jolivard's  face  cleared,  though  he  still  seemed 
preoccupied  and  unusually  thoughtful. 

Only  when  Ruth  was  leaving  the  building  did  an 
awful  possibility  occur  to  her  :  "  He  may  believe 
that  I'm  spreading  the  rumour  in  order  to  make 
sure  of  him  !  Oh,  damn  !  " 

And  now,  waking  early  with  the  dim  dawn 
coming  into  her  bare  little  room,  and  showing  it  in 
all  its  monastic  austerity,  she  no  longer  lay  thinking 
and  planning  for  the  welfare  of  the  easy-going 
master  of  the  house,  sleeping  so  peacefully  down- 
stairs. Her  own  future  position — and  Jolivard's — 
must  be  firmly  faced,  coolly  and  carefully  considered  ; 
and  the  more  she  considered  it,  the  less  she  liked  it. 
She  remembered  his  unfailingly  straightforward 
and  brotherly  manner  towards  herself  ;  the  studious 
manner  in  which  he  had  avoided  anything  that  even 
savoured  of  flirtation.  It  was  this,  indeed,  which 
had  drawn  her  so  strongly  towards  him.  And  here 
was  her  return  for  it.  She  had  been  selfish,  and  a 
moral  coward ;  and  now,  looking  back,  it  seemed 
as  if  everything  might  have  been  set  right  so  easily 
in  a  few  words  if  she  had  had  the  courage  and 
common  sense  to  speak  out  in  time.  No  one 
would  believe  her  now.  They  would  only  think  she 
had  discovered  how  she  had  been  deceived,  or  that 
he  had  repudiated  her,  and  that  she  was  trying  to 
hide  her  ignominy  by  falsehood. 
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For  the  first  time  she  began  to  doubt  the  infallible 
truth  of  that  Crescent  tradition  which  decrees  that 
in  such  cases  the  woman  alone  must  be  the  injured 
party  :  since  she  must  admit,  in  common  fairness, 
that  her  own  reception  by  the  charitable  Jimmy 
might  have  been  a  very  different  one  had  he  believed 
her  to  be  merely  a  respectable,  uninteresting  young 
woman  in  search  of  respectable,  uninteresting  em- 
ployment. She  had  accepted  his  pity  and  his  help 
under  entirely  false  pretences  ;  and  when  the  brutal, 
unromantic  truth  came  out,  might  he  not  be  almost 
as  angry,  to  think  how  he  had  been  imposed  upon, 
as  poor  Jolivard  himself  ?  She  was  not  in  the  least 
disturbed  by  the  fact  that  Jimmy  imagined  her  to 
be,  technically,  a  "  bad  lot."  If  only  he  could 
remain  unshaken  in  that  opinion,  and  never  find 
out  what  a  bad  lot  she  really  was  ! 

It  occurred  to  her,  with  a  sudden  sense  of  ironic 
absurdity,  that  she  had  unwittingly  contrived  to 
reverse  the  usual  order  of  things  :  herself  playing 
the  part  of  the  false-hearted  betrayer,  with  these 
two  trustful,  simple-hearted  male  creatures  as  the 
unsuspecting  victim  and  the  confiding  friend.  And 
how  was  she  to  make  amends  ? 

She  thought — shrinking  a  little — of  the  con- 
ventional reparation.  Then :  "  Why,  you  silly 
fool,  he  wouldn't  have  you  as  a  gift !  He  will  never 
want  to  see  you  again,  and  you  can't  wonder  ! 
If  he'd  ever  felt  that  way  about  it,  things  would  be 
simpler,  and  probably  much  more  after  the  accepted 
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model.     I  wish  he  had,  I  should  know  what  to  do 
then.     But  he  didn't,  he  didn't !  " 

Desperate  expedients  arose  in  her  mind.  "  Run 
away,  shoot  myself,  before  he  comes  out."  Then 
she  laughed  aloud,  a  little  bitter  laugh.  "  Well, 
that  would  be  the  crowning  touch,  and  no  mistake  ! 
I  think  I  see  Mrs.  Doyle's  face  !  I  think  I  hear 
Jimmy's  shocked  self -righteousness  :  "No,  really, 
old  man,  this  is  a  bit  too  much  !  Nice,  pleasant- 
spoken  girl  like  that,  too  !  Can't  possibly  have  any- 
thing more  to  do  with  you  after  this  !  "  It's  no  use. 
I've  just  got  to  stand  by  him  and  face  the  music. 
Serve  me  right  !  If  it  were  only  hurting  myself, 
though,  I  shouldn't  care.  Such  a  mucky  thing  ! 
Poor  boy,  teach  him  never  to  behave  decently  to  a 
woman  again  !  What  a  world  it  is,  where  they 
won't  let  you  be  decent,  even  if  you  try  to  be — for 
I  tried  to  be  !  " 


CHAPTER   VII 


"  Liberty  means  responsibility.  That  is  why 
most  people  dread  it." 

"  The  Revolutionist's  Handbook," 

BERNARD  SHAW. 

IT  was  some  four  weeks  after  her  flight,  and  Ruth 
was  leaving  the  hospital  one  day  after  her 
usual  visit,  when  the  ward  sister  stopped  her 
in  the  corridor  and  said  : 

"  Oh,  Miss  Charlton,  there  was  a  gentleman  here 
this  morning  who  asked  for  your  address ;  he 
wanted  to  see  the  patient,  too,  but  of  course  I 
couldn't  allow  that  except  at  the  proper  time.  So 
he  said  he  might  be  coming  back  this  afternoon  ;  but 
you  see  he  hasn't  done  so." 

Ruth  had  a  sudden  stifling  sensation  in  her  throat, 
and  a  dreadful  vision  of  Uncle  George  ;  but  she 
inquired,  with  outward  calmness  : 

"  And  did  you  give  him  my  address,  then  ?  " 

The  sister  hesitated  a  little. 

"  Well,  yes,  I  did.  He  said  he  was  your  brother- 
in-law,  you  know.  Perhaps  you  weren't  expecting 
him  in  town  just  now  ?  " 
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"  No,  indeed  I  wasn't,"  Ruth  said,  assuming  a 
creditable  expression  of  pleased  surprise.  '  Just 
fancy  his  being  here  !  I'd  no  idea  of  it  !  " 

She  forthwith  hurried  back  to  the  studio  as  fast 
as  she  could,  with  her  spirit  strung  high  for  battle. 

Jimmy  and  his  wife — the  latter  now  fully  re- 
stored to  health  and  vigour — were  having  tea  in  the 
back  parlour ;  and  one  glance  at  their  faces  told 
Ruth  that  the  expected  had  happened. 

"  There's  been  a  gentleman  come  for  you,  miss," 
began  Jimmy,  as  she  entered.  He  spoke  with  some 
embarrassment,  after  a  little  preliminary  cough, 
and  had  the  air  of  one  trying  to  break  some  very 
painful  news  delicately.  Mrs.  Doyle's  eyes  de- 
voured the  scene  with  greedy  relish. 

'  Yes  ?  "  said  Ruth,  pleasantly.  "  He  came  from 
the  hospital,  I  think  ?  " 

"  Oh,  had  you  heard,  miss  ?  "  exclaimed  Jimmy, 
much  relieved.  "  Yes,  that's  it.  I  ventured  to 
show  him  upstairs,  miss,"  he  continued,  in  a  depre- 
cating and  apologetic  manner.  "  He  only  come 
about  ten  minutes  ago.  And  he  was  so  very 
anxious  not — not  to  miss  you." 

"  Half  a  crown,"  thought  Ruth  to  herself.  Aloud 
she  said  :  "Oh,  that's  all  right ;  I  was  rather  expect- 
ing him  ;  it's  my  brother-in-law.  I'll  go  straight 
up." 

Archie  Sanders  was  standing  before  the  empty 
fireplace,  with  his  hands  behind  him  and  his  hat  on, 
surveying  the  room  with  an  expression  of  the  ut- 
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most  contempt.  It  occurred  to  Ruth,  as  she  entered, 
that  it  could  hardly  have  contained  less  vicious 
luxury  to  the  square  inch  ;  and  that  Archie  was  dis- 
appointed. Her  virtuous  little  narrow  bed  stood 
against  one  wall ;  there  was  a  chair,  a  table,  a  cup- 
board, a  cheap  enamelled  washing  stand ;  short 
curtains  of  discreet  casement  cloth  veiled  the  win- 
dow, which  lacked  a  blind  ;  the  only  ornament  was 
an  alarm  clock  upon  the  mantelpiece.  It  might 
have  been  the  chill  and  maidenly  apartment  of  some 
little  pupil  at  a  convent  school. 

She  shut  the  door  and  came  forward,  holding  out 
her  hand  and  saying  as  lightly  as  she  could,  to  hide 
her  own  nervousness  :  "  Hallo,  Archie  !  So  you've 
run  your  prey  to  earth  at  last,  have  you  ?  " 

He  stared  at  her  in  silence  for  a  moment,  and 
touched  her  hand  with  his  own.  Then,  as  if  by  an 
afterthought,  he  removed  his  hat,  and  put  it  on  the 
mantelpiece  beside  the  clock.  Then  he  stared  at 
her  again,  with  considerable  perplexity  and  Some 
annoyance.  He  was  not  in  a  very  good  temper — 
his  mission  was  exceedingly  disagreeable  to  him,  and 
he  had  already  wasted  an  unconscionable  deal  of 
time  over  it ;  moreover,  he  had  expected  to  find  a 
weeping  and  terrified  schoolgirl,  clutching  desper- 
ately at  his  aid  in  her  disastrous  plight  ;  and  here 
was  this  cool  and  experienced-looking  young  woman, 
a  trifle  pale  and  worn  from  hard  work  and  anxiety, 
but  perfectly  at  her  ease.  And  she  greeted  him 
as  if  they  were  both  at  a  garden  party  ! 
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He  decided,  however,  that  he  could  not  do  better 
than  make  the  speech  he  had  been  intending  to 
make,  so  he  said  : 

"  Well,  Ruth,  you're  surprised  to  see  me,  I  sup- 
pose !  " 

"  Well,  I  am,  rather,"  Ruth  confessed.  "  Seeing 
that  they  had  taken  no  notice  hitherto,  I  naturally 
thought  they  must  have  decided  that  I  was  a  good 
riddance." 

He  looked  extremely  indignant  at  this. 

"  What  do  you  mean,  pray,  by  '  taken  no  notice,' 
when  you  deliberately  tried  to  put  us  off  the  scent 
with  that  telegram  ?  " 

"  Put  you  off  the  scent !  Why,  Archie,  what  non- 
sense !  I  sent  off  the  telegram  because  I  thought 
they  might  be  worrying  about  my  being  in  that 
railway  accident,  and " 

"  And  how  were  we  to  suppose  you'd  ever  been 
in  any  accident,  sending  a  message  like  that  ?  It 
completely  deceived  us — which,  I  suppose,  was  what 
you  intended  it  to  do.  And  your  uncle  was  quite 
positive  that  you  had  left  the  country  ;  he's  been 
having  inquiries  made — privately,  of  course — and 
he  was  on  the  point  of  starting  for  Paris  himself, 
when  Edie  was  cutting  up  some  old  newspapers  and 
came  across  your  names  in  the  list  of  injured." 

"  But  I  never  gave  anybody  my  name — oh,  they 
got  them  off  the  luggage  labels,  I  suppose.  But 
surely,  Archie,  you  had  seen  some  account  of  the 
accident  before  ?  " 
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"  Of  course  I  had,  but  whoever  troubles  to  read 
all  through  that  long  list  of  names,  when  there's 
nobody  he  knows  amongst  them  ? — and  your  uncle 
was  so  certain  you  had  gone  abroad  !  " 

"  Why  did  uncle  think  that,  do  you  know  ?  " 

"  Well,  the  man's  a  Frenchman,  isn't  he  ?  " 

"  What  ?  Oh,  his  name.  No,  Canadian ;  his 
father  was  a  Canadian." 

"  Good  Lord,  what  an  idea  !  "  exclaimed  Archie 
Sanders,  as  if  disgusted  at  such  duplicity. 

Ruth  perched  herself  upon  a  corner  of  the  table, 
facing  him  ;  and  now  all  her  sober  remorse  for 
previous  indiscretions,  all  her  prudent  resolutions 
for  good  conduct  in  the  future,  had  flown  to  the 
four  winds,  and  the  old  mischievous,  reckless 
spirit  of  rebellion  had  full  possession  of  her.  For 
weeks  she  had  been  asking  herself,  "  Why  did  I  do 
it  ?  "  Now,  confronted  with  The  Crescent  tradition 
once  more — in  all  its  prickliness — she  knew  the 
answer. 

"  Well,  Archie,  and  what  does  uncle  want  now  ? 
Why  has  he  '  set  the  lawyers  on  to  me  '  like  this  ?  " 

"  Why  ?  Good  heavens,  Ruth,  you  ask  that  \ 
Why,  he  wants  you  to  come  back  again,  of  course, 
before  the  thing's  all  over  the  town  ;  we've  done 
our  best  to  hush  it  up  and  keep  it  dark,  and  if  you 
come  back  at  once  there's  just  a  chance  it  may  never 
be  generally  known.  What  a  question  to  ask  !  " 

Ruth  did  not  reply  immediately.  Then  she  said  : 
"  How  did  you  know  it  was  Mr.  Jolivard  ?  " 
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"  Well,  who  else  was  there  ?  A  pleasant  sort  of 
thing,  isn't  it  ?  Nice  sort  of  thing  for  the  family, 
upon  my  word  !  " 

"  I  suppose,  then,"  Ruth  said,  speaking  rather 
slowly  and  deliberately,  "  you've  been  very  careful 
to  keep  his  name  out  of  it  so  far — for  the  sake  of  the 
family  ?  " 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  We've  been  having  in- 
quiries made,  of  course,  but  the  rink's  shut  up,  and 
the  manager  gone  off  to  some  God-forsaken  hole — 
Ireland,  I  think — and  I  do  believe  that  woman  he 
lodged  with  had  been  bribed  to  hold  her  tongue  !  " 

"  She's  not  held  it  since,  I'll  be  bound,"  remarked 
Ruth  grimly.  Then  she  added  abruptly,  "  What 
does  the  mater  say,  do  you  know  ?  " 

"  Oh,  well,  she's  upset,  of  course.  They're  all 
upset.  She  knows,  too,  that  it  will  be  such  a  bad 
thing  for  your  brother — likely  to  do  him  no  end  of 
harm." 

"  Steve,  do  you  mean  ?  " 

He  nodded. 

"  Yes.  She's  still  over  there,  as  a  matter  of  fact, 
with  him  ;  your  uncle  went  over  to  see  her  one  day, 
and  she  seemed  inclined  to  stop,  so  he  thought  it 
was  the  best  thing  she  could  do.  It  saves  so  many 
people  coming  about  the  house." 

"  Oh  !     Well,  and  what  does  Jessie  say  ?  " 

"  She  doesn't  say  much,  but  she  feels  it,  you  know  ; 
they're  all  bound  to  feel  it." 

"  And  what  does  Edie  say  ?     Never  mind,"  said 


THE  SHELTERED   SEX          103 


Ruth  generously,  seeing  him  frown,  "  I  won't  ask 
you  to  tell  me  what  Edie  says." 

There  was  a  little  pause,  and  then  she  inquired 
casually  : 

"  How's  Stan  ?  " 

"  All  right,"  he  replied  briefly. 

Ruth  put  both  hands  behind  her,  and  lifted  her- 
self a  little  farther  on  to  the  table. 

"  Well,  Archie,  and  what's  to  happen  if  I  do 
come  back  ?  Seclusion  and  penitence,  eh  ?  And 
a  course  of  daily  lectures  on  Morality,  at  8  a.m., 
I  p.m.,  and  6  p.m.  ?  That's  it,  isn't  it  ?  " 

"  Well,  good  gracious  me,  Ruth,  you  can't  ex- 
pect everything  to  be  exactly  as  it  was  !  You've 
got  to  pay  for  this  sort  of  escapade  !  I  can't  make 
you  out — you  simply  don't  seem  to  understand 
what  you've  done " 

"  Why,  Archie,  I  don't  see  that  I've  done  any- 
thing so  very  reprehensible,  so  far.  Here  I  am, 
earning  my  living  in  the  most  blameless  fashion — • — 

"  Earning  your  living  !  What  do  you  mean  ? 
Where  ?  " 

"  Here.  In  this  shop.  That's  why  I'm  living 
here."  She  was  determined  not  to  let  him  know 
of  the  connexion  between  the  Doyles  and  Jolivard, 
of  which  he  was  evidently  ignorant. 

"  Good  Lord  !  "  exclaimed  Archie  again.  Then 
a  sudden  thought  struck  him.  "  Ruth,"  he  said 
eagerly,  "  surely — it  can't  be  possible — you're  not 
married  ?  " 
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Ruth  burst  out  laughing. 

"  Oh,  dear  me,  no  !  " 

"  And  is  he — this  man — does  he  propose  to 
marry  you  ?  When  he  comes  out  of  hospital,  I 
mean  ?  " 

"  I  shouldn't  think  so.  Certainly  I  don't  pro- 
pose to  marry  him.  Archie,  don't  be  such  an  ass  ! 
Can't  you  see  that  there's  no  reason  on  earth  why 
he  should  marry  me  ?  " 

"  No  reason  !    After  that  letter  you  wrote  !  " 

For  the  first  time  Ruth  was  obviously  confused. 
She  coloured  hotly  as  she  replied : 

"  It  was  an  idiotic  letter,  Archie.  Don't  believe 
a  word  of  it.  I  just  wrote  it  for  a  lark,  and  to  shock 
you  all,  because  uncle  had  been  annoying  me  so  ; 
but  afterwards  I  was  very  sorry  I'd  been  so  silly." 
It  cost  her  a  great  effort  to  say  this ;  no  matter, 
it  was  her  penance. 

But  Archie  Sanders,  after  a  moment's  considera- 
tion, shook  his  head  and  assumed  his  best  pro- 
fessional manner. 

"  No,  no  ;  I'm  very  much  afraid  that  won't  wash, 
my  dear  girl.  I've  got  your  letter  in  my  pocket 
now ;  and  this  is  what  you  say — ah,  here  it  is  : 
'  Don't  be  scandalized — not  too  scandalized — when 
I  tell  you  that  I  am  not  going  away  alone.  And 
don't  think  that  I  have  been  deceived  in  any  way, 
for  I  have  not ;  my  eyes  are  fully  open  to  all  possible 
consequences ;  but  freedom  I  must  have,  and  you 
will  have  to  go  on  being  respectable  without  me. 
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Uncle,  I  am  sure,  will  be  glad  to  see  how  nicely  I  have 
taken  his  advice/  Now,  it's  not  a  bit  of  good  pre- 
tending that  that's  the  letter  of  an  ignorant  child, 
or  that  it  was  written  for  a  joke ;  and,  though 
you've  every  possible  reason  for  denying  it  now, 
there's  no  doubt  but  what,  when  you  wrote  that, 
you  were  blurting  out  the  truth.  Besides,  the  facts 
speak  for  themselves — you  went  away  with  this 
man ;  and  what  motive  could  you  have,  what 
possible  motive,  except  blind  infatuation  ?  And 
why  all  this  secrecy  and  mystery  if  you'd  nothing 
to  be  ashamed  of  ?  Really,  if  you  want  to  tell  lies 
about  it,  you  should  think  of  something  more 
plausible  than  that  !  " 

Ruth  was  silent,  biting  her  lip. 

"  Now,  you  hear  what  I  have  to  say,"  Archie 
continued,  following  up  his  advantage.  "  You 
have  your  chance  now.  Come  back  with  me  to- 
night, and  there's  an  end  of  the  matter,  and  no  harm 
done,  I  hope,  except  to  your  own  reputation,  of 
course,  and  your  chance  of  ever  getting  a  decent 
man  to  look  at  you.  I  can't  pretend  that's  very 
probable,  certainly."  He  paused  for  a  moment, 
then  glanced  at  his  watch,  and  continued :  "  Now, 
I've  not  much  time  to  spare  ;  my  train  goes  at 
10.30 — it's  an  excursion — and  I  have  to  see  a  man 
in  the  City  at  half-past  seven.  So  you  must  decide 
now,  and  decide  quickly." 

Ruth's  eyebrows  went  up. 

"  Oh,  so  you  didn't  come  up  solely  on  my  account, 
then  ?  " 
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"  What  do  you  mean  ?  Your  uncle  naturally 
put  the  affair  in  my  hands,  as  I  had  some  business 
here  just  at  this  time — and  I  can  assure  you  I've 
taken  trouble  enough  over  it  already.  But  I  pro- 
mised him  I'd  do  everything  in  my  power  to  induce 
you  to  return — and  I'm  doing  it,"  he  added,  rather 
flatly  ;  but  Ruth's  unexpected  attitude  had  rather 
upset  his  previous  calculations. 

Ruth  slipped  off  the  table,  and  walked  away  to- 
wards the  window.  And  she  was  thinking — though 
most  unwillingly,  as  one  might  sample  some  abomin- 
able draught  of  medicine — that  if  she  accepted  her 
humiliation  and  went  quietly  home  with  Archie  that 
same  night,  Jolivard  would  have  an  hour  or  so  of 
annoyance  at  his  first  interview  with  Jimmy,  and 
then  he  would  laugh  at  her  folly  and  forget  it,  and 
be  none  the  worse.  Also,  that  she  had  been  wishing 
ardently  for  some  heroic  chance  of  sacrifice — some 
means  of  making  reparation  for  the  wrong  she  had 
already  done  him.  But  aloud  she  merely  said  : 
"  And  if  I  don't  come  back,  Archie,  what  then  ?  " 
"  Well,  I've  no  power  to  force  you  to,  unfortu- 
nately. But  if  you  persist  in  this  insanity,  I  can  at 
least  see  the  man  to-night,  and  put  pressure  upon 
him  to  make  him  marry  you.  You'll  be  perfectly 
wretched,  but,  in  my  opinion,  it  will  serve  you 
right." 

"  And  if  I  don't  choose  to  let  you  do  that,  either  ?  " 

"  Well,  then,  I'm  very  much  afraid  you'll  have  to 

go  to  the  devil  your  own  way,  Ruth,  that's  all." 
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He  was  silent  for  a  moment,  then  added  with 
strong  exasperation :  "  Really,  if  you've  no  con- 
sideration for  any  one  else,  you  might  at  least  think 
of  your  own  honour  !  But  you  seem  simply  to — to 
—to  want  to  throw  that  in  the  gutter ;  I  can't  under- 
stand it !  " 

"  Oh,  my  honour's  all  right,  Archie,  thank  you 
very  much.  When  people  are  everlastingly  thinking 
of  nothing  but  their  honour,  that's  a  sure  sign 
there's  something  wrong  with  it.  Besides,  it's  not 
a  thing  you  can  put  on  and  off  like  an  old  coat.  If 
you're  decent,  you'll  be  decent,  no  matter  what  you 
do  or  don't  do  ;  if  you're  not,  then  you've  lost  your 
honour  before  you  were  born,  and  when  it  comes 
to  the  pinch  you'll  find  it  out." 

He  heard  her  impatiently. 

"  Well,"  he  said,  "  are  you  coming,  or  are  you  not 
coming  ?  That's  what  I  want  to  know." 

Ruth  turned  to  the  window  again,  and  stood  with 
her  back  to  him,  looking  out  at  the  noisy,  grimy 
street  which  was  already  so  familiar ;  at  the  sooty 
jumble  of  houses,  and  the  little  crowded  shops,  with 
the  furniture  from  the  Second  Hand  Emporium 
opposite  blocking  half  the  pavement,  and  three  or 
four  little  street  arabs  playing  touch  round  it ;  at 
the  tender  London  evening  sky,  with,  high  up,  one 
single  dash  of  flaming  cloud.  A  shabby  crowd  of 
men  and  women  were  streaming  past,  coming  home 
from  work ;  the  sound  of  voices  and  laughter  came 
up  to  her ;  a  little  empty  coster's  cart  rattled  by  at 
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a  great  pace.  And  still  she  was  thinking  of  Jolivard, 
and  all  her  misdeeds,  and  her  possible  reparation. 

Archie  watched  her,  fidgeting  restlessly.  He  was 
very  angry  now — not  that  he  was  personally  anxious 
for  her  return,  but  to  fail  over  this  simple  matter, 
with  such  an  important  and  desirable  client  and 
relative  as  Uncle  George  in  the  background,  would  be 
vexatious  and  humiliating  to  a  degree.  He  re- 
solved to  play  his  last  card,  which  was  something  in 
the  nature  of  a  challenge,  so  he  laughed,  a  little, 
short,  dry  laugh,  and  remarked  : 

"  Of  course,  it's  possible  you  may  have  your  own 
reasons  for  not  wishing  to  come  back.  As  I  said 
to  your  uncle  at  the  first,  it  was  rather  unwise  to 
give  you  the  chance  at  all.  It  might  lead  to  far  less 
scandal,  in  the  end,  if  you  remained  where  you  were." 

Ruth  swung  round  sharply,  and  stared  at  him — 
for  a  moment  she  did  not  fully  realize  his  meaning. 
Then  she  felt  herself  grow  hot  all  over,  and  had  to 
struggle  a  little  for  self-control  before  she  said 
steadily  : 

'  You  are  wrong,  Archie,"  which  was  all  she  could 
trust  herself  to  say. 

He  shrugged  his  shoulders,  and  did  not  answer. 

"  That  settles  it,  then,"  said  Ruth  abruptly,  "  I 
shall  stay  where  I  am." 

"  Very  well,"  he  said.  He  put  on  his  hat,  and 
began  buttoning  his  overcoat.  "  That's  your 
answer.  You're  not  coming." 

"  I'm  not  coming." 
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He  moved  towards  the  door,  but  paused  with  his 
hand  upon  the  latch  to  say  bitterly : 

"  No.  You're  not  coming  now  ;  but  in  a  very 
few  years  we'll  have  you  back  again  with  a 
pretty  tale  of  woe.  Now,  don't  you  look  for  any- 
thing then,  young  lady,  for  you  won't  get  it. 
You've  had  your  chance  and  refused  it,  and  there's 
an  end." 

He  waited  a  moment  for  her  to  reply,  but  as  she 
did  not  do  so,  he  flung  the  door  open  and  stalked 
out — narrowly  escaping  collision  with  the  hastily 
retreating  form  of  Mrs.  Doyle. 

At  once  he  returned,  shut  the  door,  and  exclaimed, 
in  a  tone  of  genuine  horror  and  indignation  : 

"  That  infernal  woman's  been  listening  !  " 

"  Didn't  you  know  ?  "  Ruth  inquired  grimly. 

"  Who  are  these  people  ?  "  he  demanded,  looking 
now  thoroughly  upset  and  alarmed. 

'  Just  tradespeople.  Don't  worry,  they  are 
quite  used  to  these  sort  of  little  scenes,  I  dare  say ; 
they  won't  turn  me  out." 

"  Good  heavens,  it's  not  that !  But  they  may 
start  to  blackmail  me,  if  they  know  I  wanted  the 
thing  kept  dark.  I  gave  that  wretched  woman  my 
card." 

"Well,"  said  Ruth,  "that  was  rather  a  silly 
thing  to  do,  wasn't  it  ?  I  can't  help  you,  Archie." 

He  glanced  at  her  suspiciously  : 

"  What  have  you  said — what  have  you  told 
them  ?  " 
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"  Nothing  at  all.  You  seem  to  have  done  all  the 
telling,  so  far." 

"  The  whole  thing's  disgusting  !  "  he  exclaimed, 
with  sudden  heartfelt  vehemence,  and  probably 
considering  just  how  far  he  dare  express  his  private 
opinion  of  this  day's  errand  to  Uncle  George. 
And  then  he  was  gone,  and  the  door  banged  be- 
hind him. 

After  a  while  Ruth  ventured  to  creep  softly  out 
upon  the  stairs  and  listen  for  voices  from  below. 

"  My  dear,  I  shall  do  nothin'  of  the  sort  !  "  she 
heard  Jimmy  saying.  "  Let  Frank  do  his  own  dirty 
work  !  It's  the  only  thing  I  know  against  him,  an' 
the  whole  business  is  a  mystery  to  me.  But  I've  no 
doubt  the  girl  knows  more  than  we  do.  Anyways, 
I'm  not  goin'  to  be  mixed  up  in  it,  an'  makin' 
myself  look  a  fool  for  nothin'.  " 


CHAPTER   VIII 


'  You  never  can  tell,  sir  ;    you  never  can  tell  !  " 

BUT  Archie's  visit  had  given  Ruth  her  final 
opportunity   for   a   full   confession   to   the 
person  most  immediately  concerned.     She 
arrived  at  the  hospital,  next  visiting  day,  in  good 
time,  but  trembling  a  little  with  fearful  anticipa- 
tion. 

Jolivard  was  decidedly  better — had  ,been  up, 
and  moved  about  the  ward  a  little  with  the  aid 
of  crutches.  His  bed  was  placed  out  upon  the 
iron  balcony,  for  which  Ruth  was  very  thankful, 
as  it  gave  them  a  certain  privacy.  Indeed,  that 
was  probably  why  the  tender-hearted  ward  sister 
had  so  arranged  it. 

Therefore,  as  soon  as  the  nurse  who  showed  her 
up  had  retired  indoors  again,  she  began,  though 
not  without  an  effort : 

"  I  had  a  visitor  the  other  day,  Frank ;  did 
you  hear  anything  about  it  ?  " 

'  Yes,  the  sister  mentioned  it.     Your  brother- 
Hi 
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in-law,  wasn't  it  ?  Wanted  you  to  go  back,  I 
suppose  ?  " 

"  Y-es.    That — or  an  alternative." 

He  glanced  sharply  up  at  her. 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

Ruth  stood  before  him,  carefully  avoiding  his 
eyes,  and  slowly  tracing  the  iron  railing  of  the 
balcony  with  one  forefinger. 

"  The  alternative  was,  I'm  afraid,  that  you 
should  marry  me." 

She  had  expected  him  to  look  surprised,  and 
even  indignant,  but  not  so  completely  and  utterly 
horror-stricken  as  he  did. 

"  Good  God !  My  dear  girl,  do  they  think 
that  ?  " 

"  I'm  afraid  so."  There  was  no  use  trying  to 
conceal  anything  now.  "I'm  afraid  the  Doyles 
think  that,  too.  I've  tried  my  best  to  convince 
them  it  isn't  so,  short  of  actually  denying  it  in 
words.  I  did  deny  it  in  words  to  Archie,  though, 
and  he  said  I  was  a  liar.  And  Mrs.  Doyle  was 
listening  at  the  door  all  the  time." 

Her  voice  trembled  so  that  she  had  to  stop,  bit- 
ing her  lips  hard  and  looking  away  from  him  into 
the  distance.  But  poor  Jolivard,  after  one  moment 
of  blank  dismay,  burst  out  with  : 

"  But,  my  dear  girl,  I'm  married  already  !  " 

Ruth  caught  at  the  side  of  the  bed. 

"  What !    Frank  !     Where's  your  wife  ?  " 

"  Lord   alone   knows  !  "   he   said   simply ;     and 
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they  regarded  each  other  in  mutual  consternation. 

"  Well !  "  said  Ruth  at  length.     "  Well!  " 

And,  feeling  suddenly  a  little  giddy,  she  drew 
up  the  wooden  chair  that  had  been  provided  for 
her,  and  sat  down,  resting  her  elbows  on  her  knees 
and  her  head  upon  her  hands.  From  the  street 
far  below  came  up  the  noise  of  the  passing  traffic, 
softened  by  distance ;  the  sound  of  a  motor  horn ; 
the  light  trotting  of  a  horse's  feet.  Through  the 
long  windows  of  the  ward  she  could  catch  a  glimpse 
of  the  neat  rows  of  beds,  each  with  its  red  and 
white  counterpane ;  one  or  two  patients  sitting 
up  by  the  bright  fire ;  the  nurses  moving  softly 
to  and  fro.  For  all  her  life  afterwards,  a  certain 
faint,  pervading  scent  of  disinfectants  was  asso- 
ciated with  that  moment. 

"  I  suppose  I  ought  to  have  told  you  at  the 
first,"  Jolivard  was  saying,  "  only  I  wanted  to 
appear  such  a  very  steady-going,  reliable  sort  of 
person  ;  and  it's  not  a  very  creditable  story,  though, 
Heaven  knows,  I  wasn't  to  blame.  Ruth,  you 
don't  suppose  I  ever  meant  anything  of  the  sort 
with  you,  do  you  ?  For  I'll  swear  that  it  never 
once  crossed  my  mind  that  anybody  could  be 
such  a  damned  fool  as  to  think  of  such  a  thing  ! 
I'm  not  a  very  good  fellow,  in  lots  of  ways,  but  that 
way,  at  least,  I'm  straight  !  " 

"  No,  of  course  I  know  that,"  Ruth  said  readily. 

"  Because  I'm  quite  sure,"  he  went  on,  with 
pathetic  self-justification,  "  that  nothing  I  ever 
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said  or  did  could  possibly  have  led  you  to  believe 
that  I  thought  of  you  in  any  way  except  as  the 
most  ordinary  friend  !  " 

"  Oh,  yes,  it's  quite  all  right  so  far  as  you're 
concerned.  But  what  a  mess,  what  a  perfectly 
ghastly  mess,  I  have  contrived  to  make  of 

it!" 

"  I  think  you  have ! "  he  said  indignantly. 
Then  raising  himself  upon  one  elbow,  he  looked 
at  her  with  keen  anxiety  and  added  :  "  See  here, 
Ruth,  this  is  serious ;  I  mean — don't  humbug 
about  it,  I've  got  to  know  the  truth.  What  have 
you  said  ?  What  have  you  done  ?  What  do 
they  believe,  exactly  ?  " 

"  Well,  I  left  a  letter,  you  know,  and  some- 
thing I  said  in  it  they  misunderstood."  That  was 
as  near  as  she  could  get  to  the  truth  about  that 
letter.  "  And  they  know  we  went  away  together, 
because  of  the  account  of  the  accident  in  the  papers  ; 
so  they  think  we — went  away  together,  in  fact." 

"  Is  that  all  ?  " 

"  I  don't  know.  Probably  they  have  different 
theories ;  and  the  story  has  had  more  than  a 
month  to  grow  in.  You  know  what  that  means. 
Once  I  remember  Uncle  George  poisoned  his  little 
finger,  and  by  the  end  of  a  week  the  neighbours 
had  amputated  both  his  arms  at  the  shoulder, 
killed  him  several  times,  and  sent  him  to  the  county 
lunatic  asylum.  What  the  latest  edition  has  run 
to,  I  can't  tell  you." 
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"  And  what  about  Jimmy  ?  What  did  you 
say  to  Jimmy  ?  " 

"  I  only  told  him  the  truth  :  I  said  I  was  your 
friend.  I'm  beginning  to  loathe  that  word  friend  ! 
But  when  I  got  to  his  place  that  morning  I  was  so 
frightfully  played  out,  and  I'd  just  had  some 
whisky — oh,  you  may  as  well  know  everything  ! 
— and  the  consequence  was,  I  began  to  weep  in 
the  most  maudlin  fashion  ;  and  Heaven  knows  what 
he  thought !  " 

"  And  why  on  earth,"  demanded  poor  Jolivard, 
"  didn't  you  tell  me  this  before  ?  " 

"  I — I  don't  know.  You  were  too  ill  at  first, 
and  then  the  harm  was  done.  And  perhaps  I 
funked  it." 

"  But  every  day's  been  making  it  worse,  don't 
you  see  ?  Surely  you  can  understand  that !  " 

"  Yes,  I  can  understand  that.  But  you  must 
put  all  the  blame  on  me ;  you  mustn't  blame 
Jimmy.  He's  been  very  kind  indeed,  and  never 
said  a  word.  Only  you  ought  to  know  that  he's 
only  taking  charge  of  me  until  you  are  fit  to  shoulder 
your  own  responsibilities.  And  I've  known  this, 
and  I  let  him  do  it  !  " 

She  spoke  now  with  a  certain  crisp  bitterness : 
he  should  be  spared  nothing  of  the  truth ;  he  should 
see  it  in  all  its  naked  ugliness.  Penance  in- 
deed ! 

"  And  what  did  you  say  to  that  chap  the  other 
?  "  Jolivard  inquired,  with  the  calmness  of 
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despair.     "  Are  we  to  be  married  ?     Are  the  banns 
up  ?     When  does  the  ceremony  take  place  ?  " 

"  No.  I  remained  unregenerate.  I  am  an  out- 
cast from  the  family  respectability.  There's  no 
chance  of  getting  rid  of  me  that  way.  There 
was  just  one  chance,  because  I  could  have  given 
in  and  gone  back  with  him  then,  but  he  said — 
well,  he  annoyed  me,  and  so  I  didn't  go." 

"  And  you  say  the  Doyles  overheard  ?  " 

"  Mrs.  Doyle  did,  and  told  Jimmy.  He's  been 
extra  kind  ever  since,  I  think.  She  doesn't  like 
me  ;  but  she's  perfectly  in  the  right.  Archie  was 
perfectly  in  the  right,  too  ;  I  could  hardly  answer 
anything  he  said.  They  are  all  in  the  right ;  I'm 
the  only  one  in  the  wrong." 

But  Jolivard  scarcely  seemed  to  hear  her ;  pre- 
sently he  exclaimed,  half  to  himself  : 

"  Well,  Jimmy  must  have  a  nice  opinion  of  me, 
and  no  mistake  !  You  see,  he  knows  !  Ugh,  how 
filthy  !  "  He  spoke  as  if  he  actually  beheld  some- 
thing foul  and  unclean. 

Ruth  was  miserably  silent ;  it  was  worse,  far 
worse,  than  she  expected — and  yet,  down  at  the 
bottom  of  her  heart,  there  was  a  great  relief,  and 
a  great  joy,  and  a  great  triumph.  Jolivard's 
openly  expressed  and  most  unflattering  disgust 
and  anger  endeared  him  to  her  as  nothing  else 
could  have  done.  Only  now  did  she  realize  how 
deeply  she  had  dreaded  that  he  might,  perhaps,  not 
be  so  very  angry  after  all ;  that  he  might  even 
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laugh,  in  a  familiar,  contemptuous  fashion,  and 
say  horrible  things  !  For  she  knew,  well  enough, 
that  there  was  in  him  a  certain  inherent  slackness 
of  fibre,  as  there  was  in  Jimmy  Doyle — as  there 
was,  Heaven  help  her,  in  herself.  She  had  yet  to 
learn  the  unexpected  strength  of  a  weak  nature, 
the  sudden  hard  resistance  spots  in  a  pliant  nature, 
the  simple  austerity  of  an  easy-going  and  morally 
lazy  nature. 

"I'd  better  tell  you  how  it  was,  I  suppose," 
he  began  again  abruptly,  after  a  brief  pause  of 
frowning  meditation.  "  As  I  said,  it's  not  a  par- 
ticularly creditable  story.  She  was  older  than  I 
was — a  lot — touring  in  the  same  company  with 
me.  And  she  took  a  violent  fancy  to  me  ;  I  cer- 
tainly did  nothing  to  encourage  her — she  wasn't 
a  bit  my  style,  much  too  loud  and  flashy — but 
she  never  let  me  alone.  I  was  always  dodging 
her,  and  I  think  that  made  her  worse.  And  then 
one  day  she  came  to  me  in  floods  of  tears,  saying 
that  everybody  was  talking  about  us — I  don't 
wonder  ! — and  that  if  we  didn't  go  through  with 
it,  she'd  lose  her  engagement  and  break  her  heart, 
and  Heaven  knows  what.  And  I  thought  per- 
haps I  had  been  wrong  to  stop  on  in  the  same 
company  with  her  so  long  ;  and,  oh,  I  don't  know, 
I  knew  it  was  all  humbug,  but  I  couldn't  stand 
seeing  her  cry.  And  I  thought,  if  we  didn't  hit  it 
off  afterwards,  we  needn't  see  much  of  one  another  ; 
so  at  last  I  gave  in,  and  we  were  married.  I'm 
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like  that,  you  know :  when  people  come  and  beg 
me  to  do  a  thing,  I  simply  can't  refuse,  especially 
when  they  cry." 

"  Oh,  dear  \  "  said  Ruth,  below  her  breath,  and 
shaded  her  eyes  for  a  moment  with  her  hand. .  The 
uppermost  thought  in  her  mind  was :  "  You  poor 
boy  !  You  poor  boy  !  "  For  he  was  such  a  boy  ; 
he  looked  so  absurdly  young,  sitting  up  among 
the  pillows,  in  a  faded  and  well-washed  flannel 
bed- jacket,  so  tragically  young  to  have  already 
become  enmeshed  in  this  abominable  entangle- 
ment !  It  was  easy — painfully  easy — for  her  to 
imagine  the  situation :  the  passionate,  vulgar, 
over-sexed  woman,  suddenly  and  violently  at- 
tracted by  the  delicate,  fastidious,  inexperienced 
lad — an  attraction  of  opposites  ! — his  insane  im- 
pulse of  chivalry ;  the  significant  comments  of 
the  onlookers.  "  You  poor  boy  !  "  thought  Ruth. 
Yet  there  was  one  insistent  question  which  she 
ached  to  ask,  and  could  not ;  she  dared  not  raise 
her  head,  lest  he  should  see  it  in  her  face.  Per- 
haps he  guessed  it,  for  he  said  suddenly  : 

"  Look  here,  Ruth,  you  mustn't  think  it  had 
anything  to  do  with  me.  I  mean,  I  hadn't  been  a 
cad,  upon  my  soul  I  hadn't.  It  was  only  that 
she  made  such  a  fuss,  and  seemed  to  put  me  alto- 
gether in  the  wrong.  Nothing  else,  I  swear  !  Never  !" 

She  looked  full  at  him  now,  and  he  met  her  eyes 
fairly,  though  he  was  crimson  to  the  very  roots  of 
his  hair. 
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"  Yes,  of  course  I  believe  that.  I'm  awfully 
sorry  for  you,  Frank,  really  I  am.  Oh,  I  wish " 

"  What  ?  " 

"  I  was  going  to  say,  I  wish  I'd  been  there  ! 
Never  mind,  go  on.  I  suppose  it — didn't  turn  out 
very  well  ?  " 

"  Heavens,  no  !  What  a  life !  She  had  such 
a  devil  of  a  temper,  for  one  thing  ;  and  when  I 
couldn't  stand  her  pawing  me  about — before  people, 
too  ! — she'd  rage  at  me  and  sulk  for  hours.  She 
might  have  known  I  couldn't  stand  that  sort  of 
thing — but  what  did  she  want  to  pitch  on  me  at 
first  for  ?  I  dare  say,  with  one  of  her  own  sort, 
she  wouldn't  have  been  so  bad.  And  her  friends, 
oh,  my  goodness,  her  friends  !  You  don't  know 
what  it  was  like,  Ruth ;  you  can't  understand 
it — it  was  absolutely  beastly.  Beastly  !  " 

"  Oh,  yes,  I  think  I  can  understand,"  said 
Ruth,  with  conviction.  And  perhaps  she  could 
— notwithstanding  The  Crescent  tradition. 

"  And  then  she  was  so  infernally  jealous,  too  ; 
she  couldn't  see  how  it  was  that  I  couldn't  endure 
her,  unless  I  preferred  somebody  else.  Why,  I 
felt  I  never  wanted  to  look  at  a  woman  again  ! 
You  were  different ;  I  suppose  I  thought  of  you  at 
first  as  a  sort  of  kid,  kicking  about  in  that  skating 
rig  of  yours;  anyway,  it  wasn't  a  bit  the  same." 

Ruth  nodded,  in  complete  agreement  and  appro- 
bation. 

"  And  then  at  last  she — well,  we  had  a  final  row, 
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and  she  signed  on  an  American  contract,  and 
I've  never  seen  her  since.  That  was  nearly  three 
years  ago.  I  left  the  stage  then,  and  went  with 
Jimmy  a  bit.  But  she's  just  the  sort  to  turn  up, 
any  day,  and  start  it  all  over  again." 

"  How  jolly,"  said  Ruth  dismally,  and  there 
was  a  dismal  pause. 

"  And  to  think,"  cried  Jolivard  suddenly  and 
involuntarily,  "  that  I  should  have  let  myself  be 
stuck  in  exactly  the  same  way  a  second  time  !  " 

Ruth  flushed  hotly — this  was  unexpected  ;  she 
turned  to  him  with  some  natural  resentment. 

"  You  needn't  say  that,  Frank,  I  think.  I 
believed  you  ;  now  you  can  believe  me.  If  I'd  ever 
wanted  to  marry  you,  I'd  have  told  you  so.  And 
I'd  have  taken  jolly  good  care  to  find  out  if  you  were 
free  to  do  it,  too  !  I  don't  want  to  shirk  any  fair 
blame  for  what  I've  done,  but  that's  not  fair. 
And  you  can't  deny  that  you  were  very  much  in 
the  wrong  yourself,  not  to  let  me  know  at  first 
that  you  were  married  already — you  see  what's 
come  of  it !  " 

"  Oh,  yes,  I  see  what's  come  of  it,"  he  said  bit- 
terly. "  But  how  on  earth  could  I  tell  you  a  thing 
like  that  ?  It  wasn't  necessary,  or  so  I  thought, 
and  you  seemed  so — so  different,  somehow,  so 
far  away  from  all  that  beastly  part  of  my  life; 
why  should  I  drag  it  in  and  spoil  everything  ? 
You  might  never  have  spoken  to  me  again  !  When 
I  was  smashed  up,  I  thought  perhaps  Jimmy 
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would  have  given  you  a  hint ;  then  I  saw  he  hadn't, 
and  I  thought  he  must  feel  just  as  I  did  about  it. 
And,  as  I  told  you,  I'd  no  idea,  absolutely  no 
idea,  of  what  was  going  on  !  " 

Ruth  sat  silent  for  a  little  while — the  conviction 
of  sin  had  been  followed,  as  usual,  by  a  burning 
desire  for  self-immolation.  At  last  she  said  : 

"  Look  here,  Frank,  don't  think  I'm  a  brute, 
but  mightn't  this  be,  in  a  way,  rather  a  good  thing  ? 
I'm  so  frightfully  sorry  for  what's  happened,  I'd 
do  anything  to  make  it  up  to  you  ;  and — well, 
you  could  drag  my  name  in  any  way  you  liked. 
You  see,  it  can  make  no  difference  to  me  now. 
You  need  never  see  me  again,  if  you  don't  want 
to  ;  but  if  you  would  like  to  be  free,  and  if  she's 
so  jealous,  why  !  " 

He  understood  her. 

"  No,  that's  just  what  I  can't  hope  for  now, 
Ruth."  He  was  suddenly  embarrassed,  hesitated, 
and  then  added  awkwardly :  "  Don't  you  see  ? 
There's  not  enough  evidence  for  any  case  of  hers 
against  me,  and  there's  quite  enough  to  put  an 
end  to  my  case  against  her." 

"  Against — oh  !  "  exclaimed  Ruth,  suddenly 
enlightened.  "  Then,  she " 

"  Well,  I'm  afraid  so.  That  was  just  before 
our  last  big  row.  But  I  may  be  mistaken — I'm 
half  inclined  to  believe  she  let  me  think  so  just  to 
spite  me.  And  anyway,  I'd  no  money  at  the  time, 
so  I  couldn't  do  anything  ;  and  the  whole  busi- 
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ness  is  so  filthy,  I  hate  to  touch  it.  But  lately 
I'd  been  thinking,  perhaps  it  wasn't  very  fair  to 
her  or  to  myself  either.  And  now,  of  course,  it's 
no  use — you  don't  know  how  clever  she  is.  What 
chance  should  I  have  against  her,  once  she  began 
to  work  on  the  jury's  feelings  ?  I  should  only 
roll  myself  in  the  mud  for  nothing  !  It's  so  utterly 
disgusting,  there  being  only  the  one  reason  for  it 
— as  if  that  were  the  most  important  thing  !  " 

And  The  Crescent  tradition — in  so  far  as  it  touched 
upon  such  unsavoury  matters  at  all — contented 
itself  with  roundly,  and  quite  rightly,  asserting 
the  injustice  of  the  laws  as  against  the  woman, 
blind  to  the  fact  that  every  foolish  spiteful  weapon 
aimed  at  one  sex  is  bound  to  recoil,  sooner  or  later, 
with  terrible  force  upon  the  other. 

And  now  Ruth  beheld  these  fresh  visions  of 
heroic  reparation — of  a  dramatic  scene  in  a  crowded 
court,  of  universal  scandal  and  horror  at  her  shame- 
lessness,  of  the  secret  triumphant  consciousness 
of  noble  innocence,  of  Jolivard  freed  at  last  from 
his  fetters  and  overwhelmed  with  gratitude,  of 
going  proudly  and  with  a  glorious  swagger  out  of 
his  life  for  ever,  to  tread  her  lonely  path  bravely 
to  the  end,  a  marked  libertine  in  the  eyes  of  a 
puritanical,  prudish  world — all  vanishing  as  those 
other  and  vaguer  visions  had  done !  She  had 
already  had  one  less  inspiring,  but  more  practical 
and  effective  chance  of  sacrifice,  and  had  refused 
it :  it  seemed  now  that  she  was  to  be  denied  all 
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but  the  most  ignominious  and  drabby  conse- 
quences of  her  folly.  To  be  in  hiding  from  Joli- 
vard's  wife  !  To  have,  perchance,  to  bribe  Mrs. 
Doyle  to  silence  !  To  be  marked  in  the  eyes  of 
the  world,  not  as  a  gallant  libertine,  but  as  the 
foolish  victim  of  a  rather  unscrupulous  young 
adventurer  !  Her  next  speech  showed  the  humili- 
ating rapidity  of  her  descent  from  the  heights  of 
Romance,  for  she  suggested  tentatively  and  with- 
out much  hope  : 

"  Perhaps  she  won't  ever  hear  of  it,  though  ? 
Don't  you  think  there's  a  chance  ?  " 

"  No  such  luck.  This  is  the  sort  of  pleasant 
agreeable  rumour  that's  dead  certain  to  get  round. 
Jimmy's  such  an  infernal  little  gossip,  too.  And, 
for  all  I  know,  she  may  be  in  England  again  now — 
may  have  been  for  months." 

They  had  already  become  conspirators,  between 
them  a  most  ignoble  bond. 

"  And  if  she  does  hear — what  then  ?  "  Ruth 
inquired  drearily. 

"  Oh,  then  she'll  drag  me  into  court,  and  I 
shall  look  the  very  worst  sort  of  blackguard  ;  and 
they'll  tell  me  to  pay  up,  and  I  shan't  be  able  to 
do  it,  and  I'll  go  to  prison,  I  suppose."  He  aban- 
doned himself  to  these  dark  anticipations  with  a 
kind  of  savage  joy.  "  And  you'll  be  in  it,  too  : 
have  to  give  evidence,  most  likely,  and  have  the 
weak  points  in  your  story  picked  out  in  all  the  half- 
penny papers.  And  of  course,  if  you've  got  any 
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decent  work  by  that  time,  you'll  lose  it.  So  should 
I,  if — if  I  wasn't  more  or  less  done  for  already. 
But  I  shall  never  get  clean  of  it,  anyway — never 
in  my  life.  You've  no  idea  the  harm  that  sort  of 
thing  does  a  man." 

"  What,  even  on  the  stage  ?  "  Ruth  exclaimed 
involuntarily,  The  Crescent  tradition  raising  its 
head  for  a  last  feeble  gasp  at  this  sharp  touch 
upon  its  most  cherished  faith. 

"  There  more  than  anywhere.  Why,  wherever 
have  you  been  brought  up  to  think  otherwise  ? 
It's  not  like  general  society,  where  you  can  choose 
your  set ;  and  most  of  them  married  people  with 
grown  up  daughters — I'd  have  a  nice  reception  ! 
I  had  to  leave  before,  because  of  the  way  she'd 
been  going  on ;  and  now " 

"  I  am  sorry,"  said  Ruth,  from  the  very  bottom 
of  her  heart. 

"  That  won't  make  it  any  better,"  he  remarked 
dryly. 

He  lay  back  upon  the  pillows,  looking  very  white 
and  exhausted.  But  Ruth  felt  that  this  thing 
must  be  thrashed  out  to  the  end,  and  the  time 
allotted  for  her  visit  was  drawing  to  its  close. 

"  Well,  Frank,  what  would  you  like  me  to  do  ? 
I'll  do  anything  you  say.  Shall  I  go  to  Jimmy 
and  try  to  convince  him  ?  I  don't  honestly  think 
it  would  be  much  good.  You  don't  want  to  offend 
him,  either,  do  you,  because  of  your  work  when 
you  come  out  ?  I  suppose  you  will  hardly  be 
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fit  for  anything  else  for  a  long  time,"  she  continued, 
rather  tactlessly.  "  And  he's  pleased  with  himself 
just  now,  because  he  thinks  he's  done  a  kind  thing  ; 
but  if  I  tell  him  he's  simply  been  swindled  he  won't 
like  it." 

"  That's  true,"  said  Jolivard  in  a  low  voice.  "  I 
must  speak  to  Jimmy  myself.  If  only  I'd  known 
before  !  " 

Ruth  was  wretchedly  silent.  Then  she  said, 
almost  timidly  : 

"  But,  Frank,  surely  the  best  thing  of  all  would 
be  if  I  just — disappeared  ?  " 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

"If  I  went  away  to-morrow  morning  without 
saying  anything  at  all.  You  could  tell  Jimmy 
that  I'd  gone  home ;  that  you  had  offered  to  take 
care  of  me  because  you  knew  I  was  such  a  fool 
and  couldn't  look  after  myself,  but  that  I  was  sick 
of  it  already,  and  had  decided  to  go  back." 

"I  don't  understand,"  he  said  perplexedly. 
"  Do  you  mean  you  would  go  home  ?  I  thought 
you  said " 

"  No,  of  course  I  shouldn't.  But  Jimmy  would 
never  know.  And  I'd  be  all  right ;  I  can  get 
some  job  at  a  little  distance,  and — and  there  would 
be  an  end  of  the  matter.  People  forget,  you  know. 
They  soon  forget." 

He  did  not  reply,  but  turned  his  head  slightly, 
so  that  his  face  was  hidden.  Neither  spoke  for 
several  minutes.  Then  Ruth,  to  her  unspeak- 
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able  horror  and  amazement,  found  that  he  was 
crying — crying  most  bitterly  ! 

She  sprang  up  at  once,  bending  anxiously  over 
him. 

"  Why,  my  dear  boy,  what  is  it  ?     Are  you  ill  ?  " 

He  shrank  away  from  her,  and  spoke  sobbing 
into  his  pillow,  like  a  hurt  child. 

"  I'm  a  damned  fool,  Ruth.  But  the  doctor 
told  me  this  morning — I'd  not  be  able  to  walk 
without  these  beastly  crutches — for  months — very 
likely  for  always.  I  can't  expect  any  one  to  stick 
to  me  now — I  wouldn't  ask  you  to  do  it — but  there's 
nobody  else  in  all  the  world  who  cares." 


CHAPTER    IX 


"  If  I  started  being  ashamed  of  myself,  I  shouldn't 
have  time  for  anything  else  all  my  life." 

"  Misalliance,"  BERNARD  SHAW. 

SIX  weeks  later,  Jolivard  was  installed  in 
the  upper  back  room  at  the  Doyles,  which 
Ruth  had  furnished,  with  Jimmy's  help, 
rather  more  comfortably  than  her  own  little  apart- 
ment. She  had  also  fitted  up  a  spare  cupboard 
as  a  species  of  pantry,  and  invested  in  a  gas  ring 
and  a  kettle,  so  that  they  were  enabled  largely 
to  cater  for  themselves.  Mrs.  Doyle's  kitchen  had 
never  been  a  very  inviting  place  ;  and  Mrs.  Doyle's 
attitude  remained  one  of  determined  hostility.  It 
was  a  silent,  bitter  hostility  :  she  rarely  spoke,  but 
her  glances  were  significant ;  she  paraded  her 
wedding  ring  and  her  baby  with  frightful  ostentation. 
Ruth  had  made  a  few  efforts  to  propitiate  her,  at 
first,  by  small  attentions  to  this  sickly  morsel  of 
humanity — and  indeed,  it  was  rather  a  pathetic 
and  appealing  little  object — only  to  be  met  by 
the  full  force  of  certain  comments  so  withering  that 
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she  could  only  retreat  in  confusion,  devoutly  hoping 
that  Frank  hadn't  heard.  But  unfortunately  he 
had  heard,  and  was  furiously  angry. 

"  Oh,  why  worry  about  it  ?  "  Ruth  said,  with 
affected  carelessness.  "  I  don't !  It's  the  sort  of 
'thing  we  must  expect  now." 

"  But  such  a  woman  !  "  said  Jolivard  disgustedly. 

"  Well,"  Ruth  remarked  grimly,  "  that's  part  of 
what  we  must  expect !  " 

Jolivard  had  had  an  interview  with  Jimmy,  the 
day  after  Ruth's  memorable  visit  to  the  hospital, 
and  had  given  him  to  understand  the  true  position 
of  affairs,  with  the  utmost  force  and  emphasis  of 
which  he  was  capable.  But  Jimmy,  overwhelmed 
by  the  magnitude  of  the  physical  calamity  which 
had  befallen  his  friend,  hardly  heeded  him,  only 
saying  soothingly  as  one  might  speak  to  a  peevish 
sick  child  : 

'  Yes,  yes,  old  man,  why,  o'  course  I  understand  ; 
that's  all  right !  " 

So  there  the  matter  rested ;  and  Jolivard's 
manner  towards  him  often  expressed  considerable 
irritation. 

Poor  fellow !  He  chafed  miserably  under  his 
forced  inactivity  ;  and  was  often  unreasonable,  and 
often  touchy,  and  often  downright  ill-tempered. 
He  accepted  Ruth's  care,  sometimes  under  violent 
protest,  sometimes  half  grudgingly,  as  a  right ; 
sometimes  with  a  pitiful,  shamefaced  gratitude. 
He  was  pathetically  dependent  upon  her  :  he  might 
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easily  become  more  dependent  still ;  and  she  faced 
this  fact  without  hesitation  or  questioning.  It  was 
the  only  thing  she  could  do  !  She  knew  very  well 
how  every  day  and  every  night  riveted  the  chain  of 
damning  circumstances  more  firmly  upon  them 
both  ;  she  could  foresee  the  looming  consequences, 
perhaps,  more  clearly  than  he  could,  but  this  could 
make  no  difference  to  the  fact  that  he  needed  her, 
and  clung  to  her  most  fiercely  when  he  rebelled 
against  that  need. 

She  never  attempted  to  console  herself  with  the 
proud  consciousness  of  her  own  essential  spotlessness, 
whatever  a  censorious  world  might  think  or  say. 
She  came  very  soon  to  the  philosophical  conclusion 
that  after  all  she  had  very  little  more  to  lose.  And 
when  she  looked  ahead  into  the  future,  it  was  only 
to  see  Jolivard  restored  to  health,  and  gradually 
coming  to'  accept  their  position  as  she  herself  ac- 
cepted it ;  after  which  things  would  just  have  to 
take  their  course  !  She  did  not  romance  upon  the 
subject.  She  had  escaped  from  the  decorous 
reticence  and  hushed  whisperings  of  The  Crescent 
to  the  prosaic  daylight  of  Camden  Town.  She 
neither  thrilled  nor  shuddered  at  the  prospect,  though 
she  never  quite  lost  a  pleasant  little  sense  of  conse- 
quence and  distinction  when  some  friendly  shopman 
alluded  to  Jolivard — as  her  rescuer  had  done  on 
the  day  of  the  train  accident — as  her  "  man."  She 
had  been  forced  to  acknowledge  the  power  of  that 
Crescent  tradition  which  she  had  found  to  be  so 
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much  more  than  the  Crescent  tradition  ;  but  she 
still  secretly  despised  it.  An  immense,  easy-going 
tolerance  for  all  sorts  and  conditions  of  social 
delinquents  was  the  ripening  fruit  of  her  youthful 
defiance  of  petty  convention.  She  had  loosed  the 
first  knot  in  the  chain  stitch  of  "  machine-made 
morality,"  and  the  chain  stitch  was  unravelling 
very  fast ;  but  to  desert  poor  Jolivard  now  in  his 
helplessness  was  something  she  could  not  do.  It 
was  impossible  to  argue  about  it ;  and  the  thing 
itself  was  a  flat  impossibility. 

Yet  being,  poor  girl,  deplorably  ill-educated  and 
bred  to  no  wider  social  outlook  than  that  supplied 
by  a  cheap  circulating  library  of  innocuous  fiction, 
a  provincial  daily  paper,  and  the  Victorian  classics, 
she  had  no  idea  that  numerous  serious-minded 
ladies  and  gentlemen,  with  the  very  latest  word  in 
advanced  ethics  upon  their  bookshelves,  were 
striving,  earnestly  and  patiently  striving,  to  attain 
to  precisely  that  position  which  she  had  reached 
so  simply  and  directly  :  striving,  in  fact,  to  reach 
Camden  Town  by  way  of  the  Garden  Suburb.  These 
worthies  would,  no  doubt,  have  been  able  to  explain 
her  attitude  in  apt  and  telling  language,  and  entirely 
to  their  own  satisfaction  ;  but  Ruth,  marketing 
for  her  man  and  good-naturedly  enduring  the 
glances  of  Mrs.  Doyle  and  the  significant  sympathy 
of  Jimmy,  could  have  told  them  many  things  of 
which  they  were  still  ignorant. 

Since  he  was  now  unfitted  for  more  active  work, 
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Jolivard  learnt  to  develop  and  print  photographs, 
and  to  retouch  them,  and  soon  came  to  do  it 
rather  well,  being  naturally  neat-handed. 

And  Jimmy  was,  by  this  time,  quite  ready  to 
relinquish  this  part  of  the  business — his  own  tech- 
nical enthusiasm  having  waned  rapidly  after  the 
first  week — and  leave  himself  free  for  those  more 
varied  duties  he  had  previously  assigned  to  his 
assistant. 

They  lived  rent  free ;  and  more  than  that,  as 
Jimmy  remarked  bitterly  once  when  Jolivard 
hinted  at  some  more  orthodox  arrangement,  he 
could  not  do.  Did  Frank  think  he  was  making 
enough  to  support  himself,  let  alone  a  wife  and 
family  ?  Did  Frank  think  he  was  a  blooming 
millionaire  ?  If  Frank  preferred  it,  'he  could  have 
twelve  and  six  a  week,  and  they  could  turn  out 
and  find  rooms  elsewhere,  and  see  how  they  liked 
that  !  He  was  only  anxious  to  do  a  good  turn  to 
a  fellow  who  was  down  on  his  luck ;  but  if  there 
was  to  be  nothing  but  nasty  suspicions  and  ingrati- 
tude, and  looking  gift  horses  in  the  mouth,  why, 
then 

"  Oh,  damn  it  all,  man,  I'm  grateful  enough  !  " 
said  Jolivard  irritably.  "  A  wretched  cripple  like 
me  can't  afford  to  pick  and  choose — it's  come  to 
'  God  bless  you,  kind,  kind  gentleman/  for  any 
bally  thing  you  like  to  chuck  at  me." 

Ruth  heard  him,  wincing,  and  was  particularly 
nice  to  poor  little  Jimmy  all  the  rest  of  the  day. 
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Indeed,  they  continued  excellent  friends,  finding  a 
common  ground,  now,  in  the  care  of  their  invalid, 
and  playing  into  each  other's  hands  to  cheer  him 
up  whenever  he  seemed  unusually  depressed. 
Besides,  it  was  impossible  not  to  like  Jimmy,  how- 
ever much  one  might  disapprove  of  him.  He  was 
so  unpretentious,  and  so  humbly  grateful  for 
friendship,  like  a  shabby  little  dog  of  low  degree 
still  sore  with  the  memory  of  many  and  well-merited 
kickings.  Even  Jolivard,  despite  his  moments  of 
exasperation,  would  always  end  by  laughing  and 
frowning  and  shrugging  his  shoulders,  and  saying, 
"  Oh,  well !  " 

Once  or  twice  Ruth  had  an  impulse  of  curiosity 
to  inquire  into  Jimmy's  previous  history,  but 
Jolivard  avoided  the  subject. 

Spurred  on  now,  by  sheer  force  of  necessity,  to 
unprecedented  feats  of  skill,  she  had  succeeded  in 
passing  her  skating  test,  and  emerged  as  a  qualified 
instructress.  Then  one  of  the  ladies  employed  at  the 
rink  in  South  London  which  she  frequented  left  to 
be  married  ;  and  Ruth,  by  the  exercise  of  a  little 
diplomacy,  stepped  into  her  place.  The  rink 
manager  was  a  benevolent  elderly  man  with  a  soft 
spot  in  his  heart  for  femininity,  a  weakness  which 
Ruth  exploited  most  shamelessly  to  gain  her  purpose. 

Her  duties  extended  over  three  sessions — eleven 
till  one,  three  till  half-past  five,  and  seven  till  ten. 
Her  wages  varied  with  the  number  of  lessons  she 
gave,  but  remained  always  fairly  good  ;  and  she 
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received  in  addition  a  little  short-skirted  costume, 
with  a  Hussar  jacket  and  high  boots,  which  her 
Uncle  George  would  probably  have  considered 
rather  immodest.  And  at  first  the  work  was  very 
heavy,  especially  in  the  evenings.  Most  of  her 
pupils  were  men,  the  ladies  naturally  preferring  to 
trust  themselves  to  the  strong  arm  of  the  chief  male 
instructor,  who  was  beautiful  to  behold,  and  acted 
for  cinema  plays  when  the  rink  was  shut ;  and  the 
men  were  sometimes  very  trying. 

She  grew  to  dread  the  approach  of  that  impetuous 
young  novice — generally  a  bank  clerk  with  the 
day's  accumulated  energy  to  work  off — who  wanted 
to  learn  to  waltz  in  half  an  hour ;  she  could  dis- 
tinguish him  coming  from  afar.  It  occurred  to 
her,  whimsically,  that  she  had  recently  had  several 
proofs  of  unsuspected  masculine  helplessness.  It 
appeared  grotesquely  symbolic  now,  that  she  should 
spend  so  much  of  her  time  literally  in  the  support 
of  floundering,  clutching,  terrified  male  humanity  : 
the  strong  man  who  had  suddenly  become  as  a 
little  child  again,  a  little  child  essaying  his  first 
tottering  promenade. 

Although  for  many  reasons  she  was  glad  that  her 
work  lay  at  a  distance,  the  long  journeys  added 
considerably  to  the  day's  fatigues.  She  would 
come  home  very  tired  at  nights  ;  and  soon  fell  into 
careless,  labour-saving,  bachelor  ways  of  life, 
keeping  her  own  room  and  Jolivard's  clean,  cer- 
tainly, but  by  no  means  particularly  tidy,  dressing 
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carelessly,  and  eating    whatever    came    to    hand. 

Amazing  how  the  little  refinements  of  life  drop 
away  from  us  with  each  increasing  demand 
upon  our  working  hours  !  To  the  lady  or  gentleman 
of  leisure,  with  their  beds  made  for  them,  their  floors 
swept  for  them,  their  food  cooked  for  them,  their 
fires  laid  and  lit  for  them,  and  their  dishes  washed 
for  them,  it  is  truly  painful  to  behold  the  slipshod 
ways  and  personal  degradation  of  the  shiftless 
masses.  Yet  when  every  drop  of  hot  water  has  to 
be  laboriously  boiled  over  the  gas  ring,  or  on  an 
inefficient  grate  with  a  scanty  supply  of  third-rate 
coal,  one  is  dreadfully  apt  to  learn  the  trick  of 
wiping  the  knives  and  forks  with  a  damp  corner 
of  the  tea-towel  and  a  suspicion  of  bathbrick,  if 
you  are  very  particular,  and  if  there  has  been  vinegar, 
and  of  keeping  all  the  butter  on  one  communal 
plate  so  that  the  others  will  do  for  next  time.  And 
the  daily  toilet,  though  necessitated,  as  in  Ruth's 
case,  by  the  strenuous  daily  labour,  becomes  not  a 
luxury  but  a  stern  duty,  from  which  one  thankfully 
escapes  on  Sundays.  And  when  it  is  a  choice 
between  rising  at  6.15  and  airing  the  bed,  or  rising 
at  6.30  and  smoothing  it,  well ! 

But  do  not  let  us  linger  over  this  inelegant  theme. 

Ruth  had  hoped  once — though  without  thinking 
much  about  it — that  her  steady  persistence  in  honest 
employment  might  serve  to  allay  the  false  sus- 
picions of  the  Doyles  better  than  any  words  could 
do.  But  Mrs.  Doyle  only  glanced  significantly  in 
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Jolivard's  direction,  and  said  something  in  a  low 
voice  about  the  "  depth  of  meanness  "  ;  and  poor 
Jimmy,  hastening  to  smooth  things  over,  as  usual, 
said  consolingly :  "  Why,  o'  course,  miss,  we  all 
have  to  work,  don't  we  ?  Can't  live  on — on  air, 
can  we  ?  No,  I  should  think  not  !  "  And  so  she 
saw  this  last  convincing  proof  of  Virtue  shrivel  up 
at  once  to  nothing,  helped  by  her  own  private 
conviction  that,  whatever  had  happened  or  might 
happen  to  her,  total  economic  dependence  would 
be  always  an  impossibility,  That  was,  perhaps, 
her  one  rigid  point  of  honour ;  how  she  earned  her 
money,  how  she  lived  after  it  was  earned,  were 
secondary  things,  but  earn  it  she  must,  or  be  driven 
to  almost  suicidal  misery.  Even  now,  with  a 
technically  scandalous  past  behind  her,  and  an 
undoubtedly  scandalous  future  in  front  of  her,  she 
felt  herself  in  a  more  honourable  position  than 
during  the  years  of  galling  gentility  at  The  Crescent, 
with  a  dress  allowance  from  Uncle  George,  and 
plenty  of  leisure  and  good  food,  and  no  justification 
whatever  for  her  existence. 

But,  even  with  her  help,  then-  financial  position 
soon  became  precarious  in  the  extreme.  Negotia- 
tions were  in  progress  with  the  railway  company 
concerning  compensation  for  Jolivard's  mishap ; 
there  was  a  coming  and  going  of  men  in  tall  hats 
with  little  note-books,  the  whole  business  being 
much  complicated  by  Jolivard's  sensitive  reluctance 
to  discuss  the  painful  subject.  However,  it  was  all 
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settled  at  last ;  and  Ruth  arrived  home  one  night 
to  find  the  others  in  a  state  of  unprecendented 
jubilation,  /for  the  cheque  had  come,  and  it  was  for 
a  hundred  and  sixty  ;  pounds,  which  seemed  quite 
inexhaustible  wealth. 

"  I  believe  I've  been  done,  you  know,"  Jolivard 
said,  with  something  of  the  artist's  modest  pride 
in  this  achievement.  "  I'm  sure  I've  been  done  !  " 

But  he  was  more  cheerful  and  more  talkative  than 
he  had  been  since  the  accident  occurred. 

Jimmy  had  fetched  in  some  little  delicacies  for 
supper,  in  honour  of  the  occasion  :  a  pork  pie,  not 
very  new  ;  some  tinned  salmon  ;  and — as  a  special 
treat— a  ;bottle  of  sour  gaseous  liquid,  nominally 
champagne,  always  incongruously  offered  on  the 
altar  of  British  success. 

They  *  were  waiting  for  her  appearance  before 
beginning  the  feast :  partly,  no  doubt,  out  of 
conventional  politeness  towards  the  hero  of  the 
occasion,  partly  because  she  held  some  sort  of 
slight  authority  amongst  them,  as  the  only  person 
in  receipt  of  a  regular  salary. 

"  He's  a  lucky  beggar,  isn't  he,  Miss  Ruth  ?  " 
said  Jimmy,  struggling  heroically  with  the  wires 
on  the  bottle.  "  How  much  d'you  suppose  they'd 
give  me,  now,  if  I  was  to  fall  downstairs  and  break 
my  neck  ?  " 

"  I  don't  know,  I'm  sure,  Jimmy ;  try  it  and  see. 
I  only  know  that  a  fool  kicked  me  black  and  blue 
this  evening,  trying  to  do  his  back  eights,  and 
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nobody's  given  me  a  halfpenny.  None  of  that 
stuff  for  me,  please — no,  really ;  it's  not  virtue,  I 
don't  like  the  taste." 

"  But  that  is  virtue,"  remarked  Jolivard  cheerfully. 
"  I  wouldn't  give  twopence  for  virtue  in  handcuffs." 

Mrs.  Doyle,  who  sat  even  at  this  festive  board, 
if  not  exactly  like  a  skeleton,  yet  like  the  embodi- 
ment of  outraged  chastity,  drew  a  long  breath  of 
unutterable  meaning,  and  remarked  darkly  that 
there  were  worse  things  than  drink ! 

Mrs.  Doyle,  by  the  by,  strongly  disapproved  of 
her  husband's  friendly  intimacy  with  Ruth,  which, 
perhaps,  was  not  altogether  to  be  wondered  at. 
Every  now  and  then  Jimmy  would  rememeber  that 
his  wife  didn't  approve  ;  and  would  become  dis- 
creetly ceremonious  and  distant  with  her  for  about 
ten  minutes,  and  then  forget  all  about  it,  till  Mrs. 
Doyle's  eye  reminded  him  again. 

After  supper  to-night,  he  went  out,  according 
to  custom,  to  walk  up  and  down  the  street  and 
smoke  a  pipe — it  was  the  only  voluntary  exercise 
he  ever  took — and  Mrs.  Doyle,  having  taken  the 
baby  from  its  cradle  by  the  fire,  waking  it  up  and 
making  it  cry,  withdrew  with  it,  casting  a  final 
glance  of  contempt  and  disgust  upon  the  guilty 
couple  who  remained  sitting  over  the  littered  table, 
sharing  a  box  of  cigarettes. 

"  Poor  Mrs.  Doyle  !  "  said  Ruth,  as  the  door 
closed.  "I'm  sure  we're  a  great  source  of  secret 
satisfaction  to  her." 
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Jolivard  laughed  and  frowned,  and  sat  smoking 
in  silence  for  about  ten  minutes.  Then  he  said  : 

"  Ruth,  Jimmy's  got  an  idea  about  that  money 
of  mine." 

Ruth  was  on  the  alert  at  once. 

"  Oh,  what's  that  ?  " 

"  Well,  he's  proposing  that  I  should  put  it  into 
the  business.  It  would  buck  things  up  a  bit,  and 
I  shall  be  a  sort  of  informal  partner,  and  we'll  share 
profits.  I  think  it's  rather  a  good  idea — I  shouldn't 
let  him  have  the  lot,  but  half  of  it,  perhaps.  At 
present  things  are  so  unsettled,  and  I  don't  know 
whether  I'm  under  an  obligation  to  him  or  not.  " 

Ruth,  however,  opposed  this  idea  strongly- 
seemed,  indeed,  quite  astounded  to  think  that  he 
should  consider  it  seriously. 

"  Really,  Frank,  I  should  think  you  could  see 
what  sort  of  a  business  it  is  !  Tottery's  not  the 
word  !  " 

"  Well,  but  Jimmy  thinks  a  little  fresh  capital 
would  put  new  life  into  it,"  Jolivard  said,  with  an 
air  of  great  business  prudence  and  sagacity.  "  And 
it  will  only  be  half — I'll  have  eighty  left  to  play 
with.  I  must  do  something  with  the  money  ;  and 
here  it  will  be  under  my  own  eyes,  so  nothing  can 
happen  to  it  without  my  knowledge.  That's  the 
great  tip  when  you  invest  money,  you  know — keep 
it  in  sight." 

"  Oh,  well,  it's  your  look  out,  I  suppose,"  said 
Ruth,  with  the  little  shrug  of  the  shoulders  which, 
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together  with  the  attitude  of  mind  accompanying 
it,  she  had  Caught  from  him  during  the  last  few 
months  of  their  acquaintance.  She  blew  a  little 
light  cloud  of  smoke,  and  added  :  "  But  you  did 
say  something  to  me  once — well, 'not  exactly  com- 
plimentary— about  Jimmy,  where  money  matters 
were  concerned." 

"  Well,  he's  been  unlucky,  you  know ;  poor 
Jimmy's  been  very  unlucky.  But  I  think  he's 
steadied  down  now.  And  anyway,  the  matter's 
practically  settled.  He  put  it  in  such  a  way,  I 
couldn't  very  well  refuse.  I  don't  want  to  offend 
him,  he's  been  uncommonly  decent  to  us,  on  the 
whole,  and  now  I'm  such  an  infernally  helpless  log, 
it  might  be  awkward  for  us  if  he  turned  ratty." 

"  Awkward  for  us  !  "  thought  Ruth,  with  a  little 
smile.  It  was  a  long  time  now  since  Jolivard  had 
protested  against  her  presence,  or  pointed  out  the 
harm  she  might  be  doing  to  herself  by  remaining. 
Once  or  twice  in  unguarded  moments  he  had  alluded 
to  things  that  "  we  "  would  do  at  some  future  time 
— next  summer,  or  next  spring. 

So  Jolivard's  eighty  pounds  went  into  the  busi- 
ness ;  and  he  became  an  "  informal  partner," 
taking  a  third  share  of  the  profits — when  there  were 
any,  and  when  Jimmy  didn't  want  every  penny 
for  household  expenses,  which  was  not  very  often. 

It  was  about  this  time  that  Ruth  suddenly  sug- 
gested that  she  should  pay  her  own  rent ;  but 
Jimmy  was  so  indignant  at  the  idea,  and  Jolivard 
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seemed  to  consider  it  such  a  reflection  upon  his 
own  helplessness,  that  she  was  glad  to  withdraw 
the  proposal  and  say  no  more  about  it.  But  as  she 
was  usually  the  only  person  possessed  of  any  ready 
money,  it  became  customary  to  apply  to  her  in 
moments  of  emergency  ;  and  sometimes  she  was 
repaid  for  these  little  loans,  and  sometimes  not  ; 
and  anyway  they  were  all  friends  together,  so  what 
did  it  matter  ?  They  always  made  a  careful  note 
of  the  transaction,  however  ;  and  Jimmy  generally 
gave  her  an  I  O  U. 

And  so  the  business  floundered  along,  supple- 
mented now  by  the  sale  of  stationery  and  albums 
and  picture  post-cards ;  and  Jimmy's  guardian 
angel — apparently  a  tolerant  and  forgiving  spirit- 
contrived  somehow  to  keep  his  head  above  the 
perilous  commercial  waters.  Mrs.  Doyle  thought, 
and  said,  very  many  times,  that  he  would  have  been 
all  right  without  "  them  two,"  whom  she  darkly 
suspected  of  absorbing  the  greater  part  of  that 
slender  and  spasmodic  trickle  of  income  that  went 
to  feed  the  increasingly  broad  and  deep  and  turbu- 
lent river  of  expenses  ;  and  no  amount  of  positive 
demonstration  could  convince  her  that  this  was 
not  the  case.  "  I  can't  blame  her,  you  know," 
Jolivard  said  magnanimously.  "  She  knows  what 
he's  like." 

Presently  some  old  friends  of  Jimmy's  began  to 
come  about  the  place :  mostly  gentlemen  of  a 
seedy  and  impecunious  aspect,  who  appeared  to 
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have  a  grievance  against  society  ;  but  when  warmed 
by  a  little  sympathy,  they  would  become  quite 
friendly  and  loquacious.  There  was  Kitchens,  who 
was — or  had  been — "  something  on  the  Turf,"  and 
looked  like  it  ;  Sawyer,  who  was  Hitchens's  boon 
companion,  and  looked  like  it ;  Viner,  who  was 
"  an  agent  " — unspecified  ;  Roberts,  who  said  he 
had  once  been  a  journalist,  and  was  now  nothing  in 
particular  and  generally  a  little  drunk.  Their 
manner  towards  Jimmy  was  slightly  patronizing — 
one  might  almost  say,  proprietary — and  he  appeared 
at  times  uneasy  in  their  presence,  though  always 
hospitable. 

Jolivard  looked  rather  disturbed,  at  first,  when 
these  gentry  began  to  haunt  the  place  so  persis- 
tently ;  but  it  was  not  in  his  nature  to  maintain 
an  attitude  of  disapproval  for  long,  especially  when 
there  was  nothing  to  be  gained  by  it.  So,  if  he 
never  became  exactly  cordial  in  welcoming  them, 
he  was  always  pleasantly  civil. 

And  sometimes  they  were  rather  amusing.  Ruth 
herself  found  them  decidedly  amusing.  She  now 
began  to  perceive  certain  sneaking,  shabby,  unortho- 
dox advantages  attached  to  her  unorthodox  posi- 
tion. It  gave  her  just  that  kind  of  companionable 
liberty,  that  blessed  freedom  from  conventional 
restraints,  which  was  most  congenial  to  her  nature. 

In  the  minds  of  Kitchens,  Viner  and  Company, 
there  was  never  the  least  shadow  of  doubt  as  to  her 
real  footing  in  the  household  ;  and  Jolivard  was, 
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perhaps,  tired  of  perpetually  explaining  such  a 
delicate  matter,  and  being  perpetually  disbelieved ; 
or,  perhaps,  he  had  ceased  to  care,  seeing  how  little 
Ruth  herself  seemed  to  care,  and  being  naturally 
disinclined  to  introspective  brooding  over  painful 
subjects. '  And  the  simple  fact  of  repeated  sugges- 
tion served  to  consolidate  their  relationship  in  an 
amazing  way.  If  any  one  had  caught  Ruth 
unawares,  and  asked  her  to  state  in  so  many  words 
just  what  that  relationship  was,  she  would  have 
found  it  very  difficult  to  answer  ;  and  she  wondered 
sometimes  what  Jolivard's  private  thoughts  upon 
the  subject  were  by  this  time  :  if  he  were  reconciled 
to  his  fate  or  still  rebelled  against  it,  and  whatever 
she  should  say  herself  if  ever  they  came  to  discuss 
the  question  frankly  once  again.  Meanwhile,  she 
found  herself  unexpectedly  treated  by  these  new 
acquaintances  with  a  kind  of  jocose  respect.  In 
truth,  there  is  nothing  so  deadly  certain  to  awaken 
the  vulgar,  mischievous  beast  in  man  as  the  provo- 
catively proper,  don't-touch-me  attitude  of  the 
well-brought-up  British  damsel  ! 

They  were  quite  at  their  ease  with  Ruth ;  and, 
since  to  be  at  one's  ease  is  the  essence  of  good 
manners,  she  probably  saw  the  best  of  them.  There 
was  a  friendly  give-and-take  between  them  ;  they 
obligingly  overlooked  certain  dubious  points,  and 
so  did  she.  Possibly  the  watchful  eye  of  Jolivard 
acted  also  as  a  restraining  influence ;  for  once, 
when  Kitchens  was  suddenly  anxious  to  take  her 


THE  SHELTERED  SEX          143 


out  to  a  theatre,  he  intervened  so  decidedly  that 
Kitchens  whistled  and  raised  his  eyebrows,  and 
never  asked  her  again. 

And  no  doubt  they  found  her  boyish  outspoken- 
ness and  cheerful  readiness  to  make  friends  very 
attractive,  as  being  something  new  in  their  experi- 
ence. She  often  found  herself  sitting  on  one  corner 
of  the  table,  whilst  Kitchens  or  Sawyer  sat  upon 
the  other,  and  "  ragging  "  them — to  their  great 
enjoyment — exactly  as  she  would  have  "  ragged  " 
Stanley  at  home.  It  was  plain  that,  without  any 
undue  covetous  envy,  they  thought  Jolivard  a  very 
lucky  fellow ;  and  so  strange  are  the  workings  of 
the  human  heart,  that  he  knew  this  and  found  a 
secret  satisfaction  in  it,  which  helped  to  reconcile 
him  to  their  continual  presence. 

"  These  men  are  all  right,  you  know,"  he  said  to 
her  once,  after  they  had  had  a  pleasant  little  Sunday 
supper  party  in  the  back  parlour,  and  been  very 
innocently  happy  together.  "  At  least,  you  can 
put  up  with  them';  but  I  never  could  stick  the 
women.  You've  not  seen  any  of  the  women  yet. 
I  don't  mean  there's  anything  wrong  with  them — 
most  of  these  fellows  are  the  strictest  sort  of  family 
men — it's  the  style.  The  best  of  the  lot  is  old  Mrs. 
Viner  :  she's  a  good-natured  old  soul ;  but  she 
weighs  eighteen  stone  if  she  weighs  an  ounce." 

"  Well,  she  can't  help  that  !  "  said  Ruth,  laugh- 
ing. "  You're  so  faddy,  Frank  !  " 

"  Do  you  think  I  am  ?     Some  people  would  say 
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I  wasn't  faddy  enough.  I  wish  Jimmy  wasn't 
getting  quite  so  thick  with  those  chaps  again, 
though  ;  he's  such  an  unlucky  little  beggar,  and 
such  a  silly  ass,  too — he  can't  say  '  no  '  to  any- 
thing." 

"  Ah,  that's  a  pity,"  Ruth  remarked  dryly. 

He  perceived  the  sarcasm. 

"  Well,  hang  it  all,  Ruth,  you  needn't  talk,  if  it 
comes  to  that !  " 

"If"  she  repeated,  astounded;  this  was  quite 
a  new  point  of  view.  Then  she  laughed  rather 
ruefully.  "  Well,  I  suppose  there's  some  truth 
in  that,  too." 

Occasionally  they  all  went  out  and  had  some 
little  treat  together ;  notably  when  a  motor-car 
ran  into  the  Emporium  opposite,  and  Jimmy  secured 
some  photographs  of  it,  which  Roberts  sold  to  a 
Press  agency  the  same  day  for  what  seemed  quite 
a  fabulous  price.  As  Jimmy  remarked,  this  was 
a  windfall ;  and  it  would  have  been  impossible— 
almost  blasphemous — to  utilize  a  windfall  for 
paying  bills.  So  they  arranged  to  go  to  a  music 
hall — the  Oxford — that  evening,  to  celebrate  the 
good  fortune  ;  and  Ruth  was  to  leave  the  rink  an 
hour  earlier  than  usual,  and  join  them  there. 

They  all  seemed  very  pleased  when  she  arrived  ; 
and  Jimmy  insisted  upon  giving  her  his  seat,  every 
other  place  in  the  house  being  taken,  and  Mrs. 
Doyle  not  being  present.  He  had  begged  her  to 
come,  saying,  "  My  dear,  the  shop  don't  matter— 
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I'll  just  put  the  shutters  up,  "  but  she  had  refused 
with  bitterness  and  scorn ;  and  poor  Jimmy's 
temporary  freedom  from  supervision  was  tempered 
with  forebodings  of  what  awaited  him,  for  having 
gone  himself  without  her,  upon  his  return. 

Ruth,  glancing  at  her  companions,  had  a  fleeting 
thought  that  she  would  appear  now,  in  the  eyes  of 
The  Crescent,  to  have  sunk  to  the  uttermost  depths 
of  depravity.  And,  indeed,  it  would  have  been 
difficult  to  disprove  any  specific  charge  The  Crescent 
might  bring  against  her.  Yet  she  knew  herself  to 
be  essentially  the  same  person  she  had  always  been  ; 
and  she  knew  that  these  shabby,  shady  undesirables 
at  her  side  were,  allowing  for  slight  differences  in 
dress  and  manner  and  social  outlook,  essentially  of 
the  same  clay  as  the  pompous,  respectable  Crescent 
inhabitants,  with  parallel  faults  and  parallel 
virtues.  They  had  only  been,  as  Jolivard  would 
put  it,  "  unlucky."  Well,  she  had  been  unlucky, 
too.  And  those  strict  lines  of  demarcation,  which 
The  Crescent  saw  as  impassable  barriers,  were  in 
reality  bonds  drawing  the  whole  world's  multitude 
of  little  human  beings  together  into  one  big  quarrel- 
some family  of  troublesome  children. 

Half-way  through  the  performance,  Jolivard 
suddenly  inquired  : 

"  I  say,  Ruth,  who's  that  fellow  in  the  front  row 
of  the  stalls — do  you  know  him  ?  He  keeps  turning 
round  and  staring  at  us.  Not  one  of  your  relations, 
is  he  ?  " 
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"  Where  ?  "  said  Ruth,  eagerly.  "  Oh,  I  see. 
No,  that's  my  new  pupil — Bryant  his  name  is.  I 
wondered  why  he  hadn't  turned  up  to-night.  I  hope 
he  isn't  going  to  slack  off — he's  rather  profitable, 
always  takes  an  hour  ticket,  and  gives  me  coffee  as 
well.  Shall  I  smile  at  him  ?  Judging  by  his  face, 
he  seems  to  think  I've  got  into  very  bad  company." 
"  Just  as  you  like,"  said  Jolivard  rather  shortly. 

He  was  never  very  ready  to  talk  about  her  pupils, 
or  about  her  work,  or  about  the  rink,  and  she  had 
only  to  glance  at  the  crutches  to  know  just  why  this 
was. 

"I'll  toss  for  it,"  she  said,  and  did  so.  The  coin 
deciding  that  she  was  to  smile,  she  smiled  ;  and 
Bryant  acknowledged  her  salutation  in  an  abashed 
and  half-shamefaced  fashion.  He  was  rather  a 
good-looking  youngster,  tall  and  well  made,  with 
fair  curly  hair.  When  they  were  coming  out,  he 
was  close  behind  them  ;  but  Ruth,  being  occupied 
in  helping  Jolivard  and  shielding  him  from  the 
pressure  of  the  crowd,  did  not  notice  him. 

"  Who's  that  girl — you  bowed  to  her,  didn't 
you  ?  "  asked  Bryant's  companion. 

He  briefly  explained  their  acquaintanceship. 

"  What  a  set !  "  remarked  the  companion  dis- 
gustedly. 

And  Bryant  felt  a  little  thrill  of  honest  pride, 
for  his  companion  was  much  older  and  wiser  in  the 
ways  of  the  wicked  world  than  he,  and  yet  he  could 
show  him  a  friend  like  that ! 
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Bryant  was  about  twenty-two  at  this  time. 

That  evening  lingered  in  Ruth's  memory  for 
another  reason.  For,  when  they  got  back  to  the 
studio,  they  found  Mrs.  Doyle  quite  communicative, 
and  very  full  of  news.  She  had  had  some  customers 
after  all,  it  seemed. 

"  Old  friends  o'  yours,  Mr.  Jolivard.  So  sorry 
they  was  not  to  see  you — left  their  kind  regards ' 

He  went  quite  white.  Ruth  knew  why,  and 
turned  away,  with  a  tightening  at  her  heart,  lest  he 
should  see  in  her  face  that  she  knew. 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  "  he  demanded,  almost 
roughly.  "  What  friends  ?  What  name  did  they 
give  ?  " 

Mrs.  Doyle  coughed. 

"  Well,  they  was  sisters,  they  said — only  one 
gave  'er  name:  Miss  Kitty  Fergus.  They've  been 
playin'  at  the  Marlborough,  goin'  on  to-morrow ;  so 
sorry  they  couldn't  come  back  to  see  you." 

"  Kitty  ^Fergus  ?  "  repeated  Jolivard  blankly  ; 
then  he  looRfed  relieved. 

"  Oh,  I  rememBer.  She  was  in  my  last  company — 
a  little  giggly  girljwith  a  lot  of  hair." 

"  She's  a  very/nice  young  lady,"  said  Mrs.  Doyle 
with  extreme j^gnity.  f  Quite  the  lady." 

"  How  the  devil  did.  they  know  I  was  here, 
though  ?  "  Jolivard  askecF, •,.  with  a  sudden  half 
return  of  Ms  former  alarm.  \ 

Mrs.  Doyle  coughed  again. 

"  Well,   it   was  by   chance,   as  /you   might   say. 
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They  come  in  for  some  postcards  ;  an*  I  happened 
to  mention  your  name,  sayin'  'ow  you'd  put  away 
the  new  packets  where  I  couldn't  find  'em.  An' 
she  was  on  to  it  at  once,  askin'  all  about  you,  an'  if 
it  was  the  same  she  used  to  know.  An'  so  she  left 
'er  very  kind  regards,  an'  hoped  you'd  not  forgot 
'er." 

Jolivard  laughed  and  frowned,  and  said  it  was 
very  kind  of  her ;  and  the  matter  dropped.  But 
Ruth  ventured  to  ask,  after  she  had  helped  him 
upstairs  that  evening  : 

"  Do  you  think  there's  any — any  danger — about 
that  girl — what  she  may  have  heard  ?  " 

"  Oh,  I  don't  think  so,"  he  said  carelessly.  "  She 
used  to  be  an  awful  fool.  I  hardly  knew  her  at  all ; 
she  only  joined  just  when  I  was  leaving." 

Ruth  fancied  that  he  was  pretending  to  be  more 
indifferent  than  he  really  was  ;  but,  as  he  was 
evidently  anxious  to  put  away  the  unpleasant 
possibility  of  chance  detection,  she  said  no  more 
about  it.  And  after  a  while  the  incident  was 
forgotten. 


CHAPTER   X 


"  One  should  not  read  to  swallow  all, 
But  rather  see  what  one  has  use  for." 

PEER  GYNT. 

BRYANT  was  the  only  son  of  well-to-do  people 
living  at  Kensington.  He  had  three  sisters, 
all  older  than  himself,  whose  pet  he  had 
been  from  childhood,  since  his  father's  business 
took  him  much  abroad,  and  his  mother  was  a 
partial  invalid.  They  were  all  intelligent,  highly- 
cultured,  "  artistic  "  young  women  ;  and  they 
moved  in  a  little  intelligent,  highly-cultured,  "  artis- 
tic "  set ;  but  there  was  nothing  vulgar  or  Bohemian 
about  it — none  of  that  laborious,  jovial,  profane, 
shirt-sleeves-and-tobacco  and  coffee-and-kippers 
atmosphere  which  envelops  the  artist  and  the 
craftsman  together  in  a  brotherly  cloud,  and  is,  oh, 
such  a  painful  disenchantment  to  the  delicate 
dilettante  ! 

The  eldest  sister,  Agnes,  cultivated  religion,  and 
embroidered  altar  cloths  in  patterns  from  the 
School  of  Art ;  the  second,  Madeline,  cultivated  a 
studio  built  out  in  the  back  garden,  and  was  always 

149 


150          THE  SHELTERED  SEX 

being  told  that  she  ought  to  send  something  to  the 
Academy.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  she  sent  something 
every  year,  but  never  mentioned  it  to  any  one,  not 
from  modesty,  but  because  it  always  came  back. 
Adela,  the  youngest,  cultivated  music,  and  liked 
her  brother  to  accompany  her  to  operas  and  con- 
certs, both  to  train  up  his  mind  in  the  way  it  should 
go  and  to  keep  him  out  of  mischief.  For  they  knew 
that  there  were  dark  perils  lurking  in  the  paths  of 
young  men — common  young  men,  of  a  coarser  clay 
than  their  dear  brother.  They  had  no  real  fears 
for  him,  but  you  can't  make  too  sure.  They  kept 
their  own  romantic  emotions  between  book-covers, 
in  the  music  rack,  in  the  Church  services  ;  and  an 
excellent  plan  this  was,  enabling  them  to  wallow 
in  a  perfect  orgy  of  sensuality  every  weekday  and 
twice  on  Sundays,  and  yet  remain  strictly  respectable 
Primrose  Dames.  Why  not,  pray  ?  Surely  such 
acute  and  highly  specialized  and  wholly  delightful 
emotions  were  not  given  us  for  nothing  ;  our  fault 
if  we  throw  the  mud  of  ugly  names  indiscriminately. 
Only  Bryant,  being  a  healthy  and  well-fed  young 
male  animal,  with  abundance  of  time  on  his  hands — 
he  held  an  appointment  in  the  Civil  Service — was 
beginning,  in  a  vague,  discontented  way,  to  find 
this  essentially  British  compromise  rather  an 
unsubstantial  and  unsatisfying  thing.  He  did  not 
argue  it  out  with  himself ;  it  found  expression  so 
far  merely  in  a  restless  craving  for  rowdiness  and 
real  life,  and  a  profound  distaste  for  the  well- 
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mannered  company  who  filled  the  artistic  drawing- 
room  on  his  sisters'  At  Home  days. 

He  had  drifted  into  the  rink  one  idle  evening 
in  search  of  new  experience,  and  had  found  some- 
thing wonderfully  congenial  in  the  noise  and  racket, 
the  general  atmosphere  of  derisive  good  humour, 
the  jolly,  blatant  energy  of  the  little  brass  band 
striving  so  lustily  to  make  itself  heard  above  the 
thunder  of  the  skates.  No  doubt  it  speaks  well 
for  him  that  the  sheer  crude  healthiness  of  it  should 
have  appealed  to  him  in  this  way. 

Ruth  was  at  first  merely  a  part  of  the  necessary 
mechanical  routine  of  the  place — like  the  parlour- 
maid at  home,  or  the  elderly  cleaner  at  the  office — 
but  presently,  as  she  held  him  up  and  bore  him 
along,  and  alternately  praised  and  bullied  him,  he 
perceived  in  her  a  novel  and  attractive  personality. 

He  had  never  been  greatly  attracted  by  any 
woman  before.  His  sisters'  friends  were — his  sisters' 
friends  !  And  he  had  deeply  embedded  in  his 
nature  that  little  streak  of  safe  British  snobbery 
which  steered  him  untouched  through  the  most 
alluring  tea-shop.  But  Ruth  was  something  new. 
There  was  no  room  for  formality  in  the  first  en- 
counters— in  his  sudden  grotesque  helplessness 
and  her  trained  support — their  relation  was  rather 
that  of  nurse  and  patient,  admittedly  thin  ice  for 
the  susceptible.  And  presently,  as  he  grew  more 
independent  of  her  immediate  aid,  and  conversation 
became  possible,  he  found  her  a  curiously  sym- 
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pathetic  companion :  much  more  sympathetic 
than  the  ladies  of  the  Kensington  drawing-room  ! 
Ruth  was  quite  aware  of  the  conventional  necessity 
for  discretion  here,  but  she  was  very  confident  of 
her  own  powers  to  check  the  intimacy  when  it 
had  gone  far  enough ;  it  was  difficult  for  her  to 
refuse  her  friendship  to  any  one  who  earnestly 
desired  it,  and,  moreover,  as  she  had  said  to  Joli- 
vard,  this  young  man  was  profitable,  and  therefore 
not  to  be  discouraged.  And  after  her  recent 
experiences — after  her  new  circle  of  acquaintances 
at  the  Doyles' — the  poor  confiding  Bryant  seemed 
a  very  tame  and  timid  sheep  indeed  ! 

Behold  a  further  step  upon  the  downward  path. 
She  was  pleasantly  contemptuous,  now,  of  all 
such  respectable  folk ;  she  saw  herself  already 
enlisted  for  life  beneath  the  ragged  banner  of  that 
vast  nondescript  army  of  camp-followers  which 
everywhere  dogs  the  footsteps  of  our  civilization- 
living  on  the  scraps,  leading  a  precarious  pariah- 
existence,  but  finding  comfort  and  consolation  in 
private  criticism  of  their  betters,  and  a  pleasing 
freedom  from  all  social  responsibility.  She  had 
tasted  to  the  full  the  bitter,  sordid  disadvantages 
of  her  present  enforced  position  ;  she  was  not  to 
be  cheated  out  of  its  slight  compensations.  And 
she  was  still  young  enough  to  appreciate  the  faint 
flavour  of  superiority  which  her  personal  acquain- 
tance with  the  seamy  side  of  things  gave  her  over 
Conventional  Propriety  with  a  character  to  preserve. 
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"  You  were  lazy  last  night,  Mr.  Bryant,"  she 
said  to  him,  as  he  came  up  to  her  upon  the  evening 
following  their  chance  encounter  at  the  Oxford. 

He  always  arrived  punctually  as  the  clock  struck, 
and  had  come  to  claim  his  lesson  before  any  of  the 
other  pupils  had  got  their  skates  on. 

"  Well,  but  you  weren't  here  yourself  last  night," 
he  said  gallantly.  "  What  would  have  been  the 
good  of  my  coming  ?  " 

"  I  was  here  the  first  half  ;  and  I've  told  you  you 
must  practise  more.  You  can't  always  expect 
somebody  to  drag  you  round  like  a  toy  horse  on  a 
string.  Now  come  and  do  your  eights." 

She  crossed  arms  with  him,  and  swung  him  out 
to  the  centre  circles  ;  and  he  yielded  himself  to 
her  guidance  with  a  readiness  which  was  almost  a 
caress. 

"  Ah,  I  think  I  saw  you,  didn't  I  ?  Wasn't  it  a 
coincidence,  Miss  Charlton  ?  Do  you  know,  I've 
never  been  to  a  music  hall  before  in  all  my  life, 
except  once  when  I  took  the  girls  to  see  the  Russian 
Dancers.  I  went  with  a  man  from  the  office ; 
and  they  all  thought  at  home  that  I'd  done  something 
shockingly  vulgar  !  " 

Ruth  asked  him  how  he  had  enjoyed  it ;  and  he 
told  her  at  some  length.  He  was  resolutely  deter- 
mined to  be  pleased. 

"  Those  robust  sort  of  pleasures  come  as  rather 
a  relief  sometimes,  don't  you  think  so,  Miss  Charl- 
ton ?  "  She  was  not  long  in  discovering  that  he 
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was  dying  with  curiosity  concerning  her  own  visit, 
and  especially  concerning  her  companions.  At 
last  the  question  came  direct :  "  You  were  with  a 
lame  fellow,  I  think — I  felt  so  sorry  for  him — was 
he  your  brother  ?  " 

"No,"  said  Ruth.  "  Not  a  bit  like  my  brother." 
Then  a  sudden  sense  of  incongruity  touched  her, 
and  she  laughed. 

"  What's  the  joke  ?  "  he  inquired  eagerly.  "  What 
have  I  said  ?  Do  tell  me  !  " 

Ruth  considered  for  a  moment.  She  fancied 
that  she  saw  here  a  rare  opportunity  for  administer- 
ing that  salutary  dash  of  cold  water  upon  the 
inconvenient  and  obviously  increasing  ardour  of 
his  feelings  towards  herself.  And  for  all  her  ex- 
perience, she  was  still  so  inexperienced  that  she 
believed  this  could  best  be  done  by  a  sharp  shock 
to  his  sense  of  moral  rectitude.  So  she  replied, 
looking  steadily  and  meaningly  at  him  as  she  spoke  : 

"  Oh,  it's  nothing.  Only  my  brother's  a  highly 
respectable  young  curate,  Mr.  Bryant,  that's  all. 
If  he  had  seen  me  last  night,  he  would  have  refused 
to  recognize  me.  He's  too  respectable  for  me,  you 
see  ;  so  are  most  of  my  relatives.  I  can't  exactly 
expect  anything  else — now." 

Bryant  stared  at  her  for  a  moment,  half  be- 
wildered, half  delighted. 

"  But — but — I  don't  quite  understand "  he 

began. 

Then  he  faltered  and  stopped,  and  she  saw  his 
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glance  fall  to  her  left  hand,  which  was  as  bare  as 
his  own. 

"  What  don't  you  understand,  Mr.  Bryant  ?  " 

"  Well,  I — I "  He  was  at  a  total  loss  how 

to  frame  his  question  ;  then  a  devastating  idea 
occurred  to  him.  He  had  heard  that  in  many  places 
marriage  was  a  fatal  bar  to  a  woman's  chances  of 
employment,  and  concealed  like  a  crime  in  conse- 
quence. Perhaps  after  all  she  only  meant  that  her 
family  had  disapproved  of  the  match  !  This  he 
made  plain  in  a  few  anxious  words,  adding  earnestly  : 

"  Upon  my  honour,  Miss  Charlton,  you  may 
confide  in  me ;  you  may  be  certain  I  shall  let  it  go 
no  farther." 

Ruth,  skating  slowly  backwards  before  him,  with 
a  light,  practised  grasp  upon  his  wrists,  smiled  at 
this,  and  slightly  shook  her  head. 

"  Guess  again,  Mr.  Bryant !  No,  don't  guess. 
Never  mind.  Only  it's  better  for  you  to  know  it,  I 
think.  There's  the  next  waltz  beginning ;  now 
come  and  show  me  how  much  you've  forgotten." 

And  she  was  telling  herself  that  she  had  done 
this  very  neatly,  without  overstepping  the  bounds 
of  the  strict  truth,  whilst  yet  contriving  to  establish 
herself  upon  a  new  footing,  safely  removed  from 
any  foolish  fancies  he  might  have  been  in  danger  of 
entertaining  about  her. 

But  the  effect  of  such  a  significant  communica- 
tion was  not  what  she  had  anticipated.  It  was, 
upon  the  contrary,  the  one  thing  needed  to  com- 
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plete  her  charm  in  the  young  man's  eyes.  Bewitch- 
ing power  of  feminine  worthlessness,  real  or  sus- 
pected !  He  had  always  believed  there '  was  a 
mystery  about  her  :  now,  all  at  once,  he  glimpsed 
a  thrilling  and  tremendous  solution  of  the  mystery  ! 

This  explained  everything  :  her  friendliness,  her 
fascination,  that  indescribable  "  difference  "  between 
her  and  all  the  other  women  he  had  ever  met,  for 
he  had  long  been  accustomed  to  associate  such 
agreeable  qualities  with  a  certain  accommodating 
easiness  of  morals.  In  literature  it  was  always  so  ; 
and  by  all  the  canons  of  the  cultured  Kensingtonian 
tradition  in  which  he  had  been  brought  up — another 
variety  of  Crescent  tradition,  in  fact — any  young 
woman  whom  you  met  late  at  night,  in  company 
with  several  gentlemen  of  more  than  doubtful 
appearance,  at  a  resort  considered  shockingly 
vulgar  by  your  artistic  sisters,  must  certainly  be 
easy. 

And  must  he  not  consider  it  a  mark  of  quite 
peculiar  distinction  that  he  alone  should  have 
been  selected  to  receive  her  confidence  ?  Why 
had  she  singled  him  out  in  this  marked  manner  ? 
What  did  it  mean,  if  not  that  she  felt  drawn 
towards  him  by  some  nameless  affinity  between 
his  soul  and  her  own  ? 

Of  course,  had  Bryant  been  the  sophisticated 
and  worldly-wise  person  he  aspired  to  be,  the  first 
hint  of  such  reposeful  confidence  would  have  caused 
him  to  beat  a  hasty  retreat.  But,  as  it  was,  he 
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could  only  feel  vaguely  and  deliriously  flattered ; 
and  as  yet  he  did  not  see  the  affair  as  an  affair 
of  passion — only  as  an  excellent  opportunity  for 
the  exercise  of  a  little  condescending  benevolence, 
with  a  piquant  dash  of  unconventionally  about  it. 
The  poor  girl !  The  poor  girl !  Bearing  her 
shame  so  pluckily,  and  so  much  sweeter  in  her 
shame  than  any  other  woman  in  her  purity  !  And 
he  felt  quite  certain  that,  whoever  the  shadowy 
figure  in  the  background  of  her  life  might  be — it 
could  hardly  be  that  crippled  chap  :  it  must  be 
one  of  those  other  brutes — she  was  worthy  of  a  far, 
far  better  fate.  Rosy  visions  followed,  though 
still  so  formless  and  fantastic  that  he  did  not  trouble 
to  take  them  very  seriously.  If  she  were  really  as 
strongly  attracted  by  him  as  this  voluntary  con- 
fession seemed  to  imply — if  she  were  already  so 
anxious  for  his  good  opinion  that  the  thought  of 
deceiving  him  was  quite  unendurable  to  her — why, 
then,  he  would  have  to  be  very  kind  to  her,  poor 
little  thing.  After  all,  many  a  man  has  done 
worse  !  There  would  be  an  awful  row  at  home,  to 
be  sure  ;  but  in  matters  of  this  kind  a  man  must 
decide  for  himself.  It  might  be  the  only  gentle- 
manly course  open  to  him. 

And  it  is  characteristic  of  Bryant  that  his  chival- 
rous sympathy  was  chiefly  aroused  on  her  behalf, 
not  by  thoughts  of  her  ruin,  but  because  he  found 
her  earning  her  own  living.  He  disliked  the  idea 
of  any  woman  earning  her  own  living  ;  and  this 
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type  of  woman,  above  all  others,  he  held  to  have 
a  natural  claim  upon  the  resources  of  her  grateful 
country. 

And  before  we  condemn  him,  let  us  pause  to 
remember  how  deeply  this  same  opinion  is  rooted 
in  the  nature  of  many  entirely  worthy  and  upright 
citizens.  Issue  an  appeal  for  funds  to  aid  some 
honest,  hard-working  widow  to  keep  her  home 
decent  and  cleanly,  her  children  clothed  and  fed, 
and  herself  from  the  degradation  of  the  poor  law, 
or  to  help  some  ^ndustrious  damsel  to  a  respectable 
place  of  employment — and  you  will  be  lucky  if 
you  scrape  up  forty-five  shillings  in  as  many  weeks. 
But,  turn  on  the  limelight ;  give  the  signal  for  the 
soft  music,  preferably  that  famous  chorus  from 
II  Trovatore,  which,  by  an  accident  of  rhythm,  has 
now  taken  to  itself  new  associations,  and  pose,  in 
the  very  centre  of  the  stage,  beneath  the  thickest 
onslaught  of  the  paper  snowstorm,  our  Fallen 
Sister — curious  that  we  should  never  notice  the 
family  resemblance  until  she  has  fallen  ! — and,  in 
the  twinkling  of  an  eye,  your  forty-five  shillings 
will  become  forty-five  pounds  :  offers  of  assistance, 
offers  of  adoption,  offers  of  marriage,  will  pour  in 
from  all  sides,  until  you  are  fairly  forced  to  entreat 
the  generous  donors  to  cease  their  impulsive  spate 
of  eager  munificence.  And  it  all  shows  the  true 
broadmindedness,  the  golden  charity  at  the  heart 
of  our  much-abused  human  nature  ?  Yes,  of 
course  it  does. 
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Bryant,  in  the  full  tide  of  his  readiness  to  serve, 
and  comfort,  and  console,  and,  maybe,  rescue,  was 
unconsciously  quite  determined  to  enjoy  to  the 
full  all  the  little  privileges  attached  to  his  position. 
The  privilege,  for  example,  of  unlimited  conversa- 
tion. He  had  never  talked  quite  frankly  to  any 
woman  before  ;  at  home  there  was  always  a  well- 
bred  reserve,  and  had  been  since  his  early  childhood's 
days.  But  he  felt  that  to  Ruth  he  might  "  say 
anything,"  and,  being  at  an  age  when  this  sort  of 
innocent  garrulity  is  a  necessity  of  existence,  it 
was  not  very  long  before  he  had  laid  bare  his  simple 
egotistic  soul  for  her  inspection. 

In  fact,  Ruth  found  him  rather  a  bore  at  this 
stage  of  their  acquaintance.  He  monopolized  most 
of  her  evenings,  too  ;  but  as  he  paid  for  the  time 
he  took  up,  and  could  by  now  skate  fairly  well  and 
without  pinching  her,  she  could  not  rightfully 
complain,  whilst  privately  thanking  Heaven  that  his 
official  duties  kept  him  occupied  during  the  day. 
And  after  a  while  he  found  himself  confessing 
things  of  which  he  had  been  previously  unaware  ; 
for  instance,  one  evening  he  informed  her,  apropos 
of  nothing  in  particular,  that  "  personally "  he 
was  non-moral. 

"  I  don't  believe  in  all  these  hard  and  fast  dis- 
tinctions between  right  and  wrong,  you  know, 
Miss  Charlton ;  circumstances  might  so  easily 
arise  to  justify  any  course  of  conduct,  don't  you  think 
so  ?  We  are  so  terribly  moral-ridden  nowadays  !  " 
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"  All  things  are  lawful,  but  not  all  things  are 
expedient,  eh  ?  "  said  Ruth,  smiling  a  little.  "  Yes, 
certainly  I  think  so  ;  but  it's  not  very  new,  after 
all,  is  it  ?  " 

"  Ah,  now  you're  laughing  at  me  !  "  he  said,  but 
with  a  beaming,  infatuated  delight  that  she  should 
do  even  that.  "  I  put  it  very  badly,  I  know,  but 
I  wanted  you  to  understand  that  I  am  not  a — an 
uncharitable,  prudish,  intolerant  sort  of  person, 
in  any  way.  I  think  that  those  who  have  the 
courage  to  defy  convention  are  often  worthy  of  our 
highest  admiration  and  respect — I  do  indeed  !  " 

"  Oh,  do  you  indeed  ?  "  said  Ruth  rather  grimly. 
"  Well,  one  thing's  certain :  if  you  stick  your 
skates  out  like  that,  you'll  be  over  in  a  minute,  and 
I  can't  save  you.  Think  of  your  legs  !  " 

"  Oh,  damn  my  legs  !  "  he  exclaimed  impetu- 
ously. His  grip  tightened  on  her  arm,  his  eyes 
were  eloquent ;  he  forgot  the  observant,  irreverent 
crowd  swirling  by  them.  "  What  I  mean  is — what 
you  must  know  I  mean " 

But  Ruth,  feeling  that  this  occasion  demanded 
heroic  measures,  suddenly  relinquished  her  grip 
of  him,  with  consequences  which  fully  occupied 
his  attention  for  the  next  five  minutes.  She  had 
always  this  expedient  as  a  last  resort ! 

It  was  all  very  absurd,  and  rather  vexatious — a 
complication  of  her  dubious  social  position  which 
she  had  not  reckoned  upon.  She  bitterly  regretted 
her  impulsive  effort  to  disillusion  him,  which  had 
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only  served  to  throw  such  an  alluring  light  upon  her 
own  personality  ;  but  the  harm  was  done  now,  and 
nothing  she  could  say  could  alter  it.  So  she  said 
as  little  as  possible  ;  and  received  the  profits  on 
his  lessons  with  mingled  feelings.  And  she  never 
mentioned  him  at  the  studio,  because  of  Mrs. 
Doyle  ;  and  perhaps  for  another  reason,  which  she 
would  not  put  into  words,  even  to  herself. 

One  evening  he  brought  her  two  very  beautiful 
red  roses,  explaining  shyly  how  he  had  seen  them 
in  a  shop  window  and  thought  at  once  how  they 
would  suit  her.  Ruth  thanked  him  rather  stiffly, 
and  put  the  roses  in  her  coat.  "  Red  roses  for 
Liberty,"  he  said  softly  as  she  did  this — what  he 
meant  he  didn't  exactly  know ;  but  Ruth  very 
wisely  pretended  not  to  hear. 

The  roses  were  so  extremely  beautiful  that  she 
had  not  the  heart  to  throw  them  away,  so  she 
carried  them  home  very  carefully  in  her  hand, 
and,  when  Jolivard  asked  her  where  the  dickens  she 
had  got  them,  she  told  him. 

"  Like  his  cheek  !  "  said  Jolivard  indignantly. 

"  Oh,  he  means  well,"  Ruth  remarked  lightly. 
"  He's  a  bit  of  a  lunatic,  but  quite  a  harmless 
lunatic." 

But  Jolivard  seemed  still  very  much  annoyed 
and  upset  about  it ;  and  presently  she  decided  that 
the  best  cure  for  this  state  of  things  would  be  a 
little  simple  ridicule.  So  she  put  the  roses  in  a 
glass  of  water,  on  the  table,  and  affected  to  worship 
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them,  posing  before  them  in  a  variety  of  lovelorn 
attitudes,  until  Jolivard  began  to  laugh  in  spite 
of  himself,  and  said  : 

"  For  goodness'  sake,  Ruth,  don't  make  such  an 
ass  of  yourself  !  " 

And  meanwhile,  Bryant,  walking  homeward  with 
the  kiss  of  the  night  wind  upon  his  cheek,  and  the 
stars  shining  above  him,  wondered  if  she  had 
understood,  and  found  himself  much  occupied  with 
thoughts  which  had  nothing  whatever  to  do  with 
the  artistic  household  at  Kensington. 

But  if  you  are  a  young  gentleman  with  three 
watchful  and  devoted  sisters,  you  cannot  be  absent 
night  after  night,  from  half-way  through  dinner — 
missing  your  pudding — till  after  bedtime,  ostensibly 
at  a  rink,  without  awakening  suspicions  in  sisterly 
bosoms. 

Said  Madeline  Bryant,  in  bed,  to  Adela  Bryant, 
brushing  her  hair  before  the  glass  : 

"  Was  that  the  front  door  just  then  ?  " 

Adela  nodded. 

"  Yes.  Agnes  is  sitting  up.  But  he's  much 
later  than  usual." 

"  He  gets  later  and  later,"  said  Madeline  despair- 
ingly, sitting  up  in  bed  and  clasping  her  knees. 
"  Oh  dear,  it's  dreadful !  I  wish  papa  were  at 
home  !  " 

"  He  won't  be,"  Adela  reminded  her,  "  till 
May." 

"  And,  oh,  Addy,  what  may  not  happen  before 
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then  !  If  there  was  anything  we  could  do  \  If 
we  even  knew  who  it  was  !  " 

"  Some  shop  girl,  I  expect,"  remarked  Adela 
bitterly,  adding,  with  quite  a  human  and  unrefined 
emphasis,  "  Beast !  " 

"  Of  course  he's  very — very  attractive,  I  sup- 
pose," hinted  Madeline,  with  a  faint  touch  of  family 
pride,  "  to  that  sort  of  person." 

"  He  needn't  make  himself  attractive  to  them, 
then.  It's  so — so  lowering.  I  always  did  think — 
but  of  course,  the  men  are  all  alike ;  they  never 
see  through  that  sort  of  humbug.  Any  common 
little  fool  can  catch  them,  if  she  sets  herself  to  do 
it." 

"  Addy,  I  wonder  if  he  really  does  go  to  that 
rink,  after  all  ?  What  do  you  think  ?  " 

"  I  can't  say,  I'm  sure,"  replied  Adela.  She 
stood  absent-mindedly  playing  with  the  things 
upon  H;he  dressing-table  for  a  moment ;  then  ex- 
claimed with  sudden  vehemence,  "  The  whole 
thing  is  perfectly  disgusting  !  " 

It  was  Adela,  however,  who  volunteered  a  real 
personal  sacrifice  next  morning.  She  told  her 
brother  at  breakfast-time — he  was  always  late 
for  breakfast  now,  and  moody  and  sullen  during  the 
meal,  the  tide  of  his  blissful  infatuation  being  then 
at  its  ebb — that  she  would  like  to  come  to  the  rink 
with  him  and  see  how  she  enjoyed  it.  He  seemed 
much  taken  aback.  The  ruse  was  apparent,  for 
Adela  was  not  a  good  liar ;  but  he  agreed  to  take 
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her  that  evening,  if  she  wished  to  come,  though 
he  said  warningly  that  he  was  sure  she  wouldn't 
care  for  it  a  bit. 

"It  is  good  of  you,  dear  !  "  said  Madeline  after- 
wards admiringly. 

Adela  sighed. 

"  We  shall  know  then  if  it  really  is  there,  or 
somewhere  else,"  she  said.  "  I  shall  go  every 
evening  for  a  week ;  I've  made  up  my  mind." 

She  did  ;  and  it  was  heroic,  for  she  had  no  natural 
aptitude  for  violent  exercise,  and  the  band  made 
her  head  ache.  Bryant  accompanied  her  each 
night  with  stubborn  resolution  ;  and  put  her  into 
the  hands  of  the  beautiful  chief  male  instructor, 
whilst  he  went  off  to  enjoy  his  usual  lesson  with 
Ruth.  These  tactics  were  justified,  for — let  this 
be  a  warning  to  all  devoted  sisters  ! — poor  Adela 
never  for  one  moment  recognized  Ruth  as  a  possible 
cause  of  mischief.  She  might  as  well  have  suspected 
the  civil  chief  instructor  of  designs  upon  herself  ! 
Through  all  her  own  struggles,  she  contrived  to 
keep  a  preoccupied  eye  upon  her  brother  ;  and  the 
result  was  a  complete  alibi  as  far  as  the  rink  was 
concerned.  She  never  even  spoke  to  Ruth,  whom 
she  saw  only  as  a  tall,  rather  masculine- looking 
person  in  a  uniform,  laboriously  wrestling  with 
her  pupil's  refractory  limbs,  and  apparently  not  at 
all  satisfied  with  the  progress  he  was  making. 

"  Well,  I  thought — I  hoped  it  could  hardly  be 
that,"  faltered  Madeline.  "  But  he  is  so  changed  !  " 
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"  Oh,  it's  some  one,  of  course,"  said  Adela,  with 
bitter  conviction,  not  very  pleased  with  the  failure 
of  her  ingenious  little  scheme,  after  all  the  trouble 
she  had  taken. 

"  If  we  could  ask  him "  Madeline  faltered. 

"  My  dear  \  "  exclaimed  Adela,   horrified. 

Obviously  it  was  impossible. 

But  even  if  they  had  asked  him  point  blank,  he 
could  not — with  the  best  will  in  the  world — have 
explained  his  own  real  feelings  in  the  matter  :  it 
was  largely  a  mystery  to  himself. 

For  consider  :  every  novel  or  fine  poem  he  had 
ever  read,  every  play  or  memorable  picture  he  had 
ever  seen,  every  song  or  symphony  he  had  ever 
heard  had  Love  for  its  central  theme  and  turning 
point.  Love  was  the  key  to  all  problems,  Love 
was  the  keystone  of  life.  Not  homely,  fireside 
friendship,  not  cold  and  calculated  choice,  no, 
indeed ;  but  blind,  overwhelming,  overmastering 
passion,  leaping  all  obstacles  in  its  way  to  its  im- 
petuous fulfilment.  And  meanwhile  his  daily  life 
offered  him  only  the  choice  between  the  well-worn 
monotony  of  the  cultured  Kensington  household 
and  the  well-oiled  monotony  of  his  official  duties : 
with  somewhere  in  the  distant  future,  perhaps,  a 
fashionable  little  wedding  and  a  fashionable  little 
wife,  who  would  keep  his  house  and  manage  his 
income,  and  entertain  his  guests  and  care  for  his 
children  ;  and  arrange  for  his  annual  little  holiday 
at  Eastbourne  or  Torquay  ;  and  steer  him  gently 
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through  a  placid,  prosperous  life  to  a  fashionable 
little  funeral. 

And  that  much-abused  pedagogue,  Mr.  Wackford 
Squeers,  displayed  an  amazing  knowledge  of  youth- 
ful proclivities  when  he  laid  down  his  teaching  upon 
the  principle  of  "  W-i-n-d-e-r,  winder ;  now  go  an' 
clean  the  winder !  "  The  receptive,  imaginative 
youth,  after  soaking  his  soul  in  the  emotional, 
adventurous  lessons  of  Art  and  Literature,  rises  to 
look  round  upon  the  chill,  conventional  conditions 
of  his  lot,  and  cries  to  his  ardent  schoolboy  ,self  : 
"  Now  go  and  have  an  emotional  adventure  !  " 
And  the  remedy  for  this  ? — if  you  want  one  ! — no, 
it  is  not  puritanism  ;  that  at  least  we  have  learnt  by 
bitter  trial  and  error.  For  the  devil  is  not  as  scarlet 
as  the  Puritans  would  paint  him — his  colour  is  drab. 

Poor  Bryant  !  It  is  a  long,  long  way  from  the 
Garden  of  Eden  to  the  resounding  boards  of  a 
cheap  skating  rink,  and  a  brusque  young  woman 
who  evidently  finds  one's  shy  advances  an  intoler- 
able nuisance.  But  he  had  been  so  far  saved 
by  that  very  Romance,  which  the  Puritans  believe 
to  be  the  root  of  all  evil,  that  the  element  of  con- 
quest was  essential  to  him.  No  sordid,  dreary 
touch  of  utter  dinginess  to  strip  the  brave  glamour 
from  the  business  and  show  it  as  flat  and  dull  as 
buying  a  glass  of  gin  ;  no  shabby  dishonour  of 
blind  vanity  and  wilful  ignorance.  So  much  had 
Romance  done  for  him ;  and  little  enough,  too,  no 
doubt,  in  the  eyes  of  his  mother  and  sisters. 


THE  SHELTERED    SEX         167 


However,  he  was  so  painfully  inexperienced  in 
such  matters,  and  so  terrified  of  letting  this  childish 
inexperience  become  apparent,  that  he  was  soon 
both  puzzled  and  hurt  to  find  how  slow  his  progress 
was.  It  did  not  occur  to  him  that  a  little  en- 
couraging co-operation  is  the  first  requisite  ;  and 
Ruth  obstinately  refused  to  co-operate.  She  was 
always  pleasant  and  friendly,  in  a  comradely, 
disrespectful  fashion  ;  but  there  the  matter  ended, 
and  not  an  inch  farther  could  he  get.  And  he 
cursed  himself  for  his  blundering  inexpertness,  his 
stiff  self-consciousness  which  checked  him  at  every 
turn  with  the  dread  of  making  a  humiliating  fool  of 
himself.  Once  he  asked  her  to  let  him  take  her 
up  the  river  on  Sunday  afternoon — that  seemed 
a  small,  safe  step  ;  and  she  cruelly  said  :  "  Sorry, 
Mr.  Bryant,  I'm  booked  up  on  Sundays,  all  the 
time."  But,  of  course,  this  very  elusiveness  only 
helped  to  draw  him  on,  as  her  supposed  doubtful 
and  highly  ineligible  character  had  already  drawn 
him. 

And  then,  at  the  end  of  March,  he  had  the  mis- 
fortune to  catch  influenza  ;  and  he  had  it  very 
badly  indeed,  and  was  disabled  for  weeks,  with  his 
sisters  nursing  him  devotedly,  night  and  day.  And 
his  mind  was  much  occupied  at  first  with  a  dark 
terror  lest  he  should  become  delirious  and  babble 
of  unlawful  secrets — though  he  had  an  absurd, 
sneaking,  discreditable  notion,  too,  that  such 
guilty  apprehensions  were  not  unbecoming  to  a 
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Man  !  And  lo,  one  fevered  miserable  night,  he  was 
delirious  indeed,  and  haunted  afterwards  by 
horrid  doubts  whether  he  might  not  have  committed 
himself  in  a  way  quite  unwarranted  by  the  real 
facts.  But,  as  a  matter  of  fact,  he  had  been  occu- 
pied all  the  time  with  an  imaginary  enemy,  who 
had  broken  into  the  room  on  purpose  to  steal  his 
hair-brushes. 

And  as  soon  as  he  was  convalescent,  Agnes  and 
Madeline  took  him  to  the  South  of  France  for  a 
while,  tenderly  exulting  over  the  special  providence 
which  had  placed  him  helpless  in  their  hands  just 
at  this  time.  And  when  he  came  back  again,  the 
rink  was  shut  up  and  Ruth  had  disappeared. 
But  he  did  not  cease  to  think  of  her. 


CHAPTER   XI 


"  The  world  is  not  thy  friend,  nor  the  world's  law  ; 
The  world  affords  no  law  to  make  thee  rich, 
Then  be  not  poor,  but  break  it  !  " 

"  Romeo  and  Juliet,"  Act  V. 

THERE  is  nothing  on  earth  quite  like  the 
London  springtime.  Those  days  of  bright 
sunshine  and  high  wind,  deep  blue  sky 
and  silvery  billowy  clouds ;  when  baskets  of  fresh 
bright  flowers  are  hawked  about  the  streets,  and 
irrepressible  thrushes  are  slanging  one  another 
from  every  little  suburban  garden.  Those  nights 
of  vivid  moonlight,  when  the  nodding  lilac  trees 
in  the  parks  and  squares  show  as  clumps  of  soft, 
subdued  colour,  incredibly  beautiful ;  and  when 
the  cold  silver  radiance,  spilled  on  roof  and  wall, 
catches  our  fancy,  perhaps,  with  a  sudden  thought 
of  those  other  cities  in  distant  lands,  once  so  full 
of  life  and  crowded  energy,  and  now  so  very  silent, 
with  the  moon  and  the  night  free  of  every  nook 
and  cranny. 

Jolivard  was  much  better  as  the  weeks  went  by 
— he  could  get  about  briskly  with  one  crutch  only, 
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and  Ruth's  young  doctor  gave  him  hope  that 
some  day  he  might  be  able  to  dispense  with  that. 
His  intense  delight  over  this  small  improvement 
was  rather  a  pitiful  thing  to  see  ;  and  Ruth  felt 
that  she  realized  now  for  the  first  time  just  what 
his  helplessness  had  meant  to  him,  and  just  how 
much  excuse  there  had  been  for  all  his  peevishness 
and  irritability. 

But  it  was  fortunate  that  he  was  stronger,  for 
now  he  had  practically  the  whole  business  of  the 
studio  in  his  hands.  Jimmy  seemed  to  have 
lost  heart  in  the  matter  altogether,  and  was  often 
absent  for  the  whole  day,  being  now  casually  em- 
ployed by  Hitchens  in  what  he  called  his  "  office/' 
The  exact  nature  of  this  establishment  was  never 
divulged ;  but  Ruth  gathered  that  only  friends, 
thoroughly  trustworthy  friends,  could  be  admitted 
there. 

And  when  poor  Jimmy  was  at  home,  his  wife  did 
not  spare  him ;  the  atmosphere  of  the  little  back 
parlour  became  heated  and  contentious.  To  do 
him  justice,  he  was  always  very  patient  and  good- 
tempered  with  her  ;  he  was  a  hopelessly  inefficient 
husband,  but  no  one  could  call  him  a  brute. 

"I'm  afraid  he's  getting  into  difficulties  again, 
you  know,  Ruth,"  Jolivard  said  one  evening. 
He  was  sitting  by  the  window  in  her  room,  and 
she  was  making  some  tea,  there  being  no  sign  of 
any  supper  downstairs.  "  He  is  such  an  unlucky 
little  beggar.  I  hoped  he'd  be  all  right  now  he'd 
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got  married  and  settled  down,  but  I'm  not  so 
sure  now.  And  he's  in  debt  all  round,  you  know, 
up  to  his  eyes.  I  can't  think  how  the  people  put 
up  with  it ;  there's  going  to  be  a  holy  smash  some 
day  soon,  unless  something  very  unexpected  comes 
along  to  save  him." 

Ruth  nodded,  and  handed  him  his  cup. 

"  What's  he  up  to  with  that  Kitchens  set,  do 
you  know  ?  Anything  profitable  ?  " 

Jolivard  looked  doubtful. 

"  Well,  I  believe  it's  some  kind  of  a  betting  agency, 
as  a  matter  of  fact.  And,  to  tell  the  truth,  I  think 
they  sail  pretty  near  the  wind — but  Jimmy's 
very  close  about  it ;  I  suppose  he's  been  told  to 
hold  his  tongue.  I  don't  profess  to  know  much 
about  such  matters  myself.  I  know  the  ordinary 
bookie's  a  very  straight  chap — has  to  be.  There 
was  one  lived  next  door  to  us  at  Greenwich:  he 
rented  a  pew  in  church,  and  sent  cheques  to  the 
Missionary  Society.  So  I  hope  it's  all  right — I'm 
quite  sure  Jimmy  thinks  it  is,  anyway." 

He  was  always  making  excuses  for  Jimmy  to 
her ;  though  he  would  accept  no  excuses  from 
Jimmy  himself. 

"  Do  you  think  he  owes  them  money  ?  "  Ruth 
inquired. 

"  Perhaps  he  does  ;  but  it  won't  be  much — 
just  enough  to  give  them  a  hold  over  him.  They're 
not  such  fools  as  to  trust  him  with  sixpence  if  they 
could  help  it.  I'm  jolly  glad  I  only  let  him  have 
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half  of  mine ;  I  shan't  touch  the  rest — what's 
left  of  it,  I  mean — except  for  absolute  necessities. 
We  shall  need  every  penny  before  long,  or  I'm 
much  mistaken." 

"  How  much  is  left,  do  you  know  ?  " 

"  Well,  not  exactly,  but  it  must  be  a  whole  heap. 
I've  hardly  spent  anything  at  all ;  I'm  not  a  very 
extravagant  chap,  am  I  ?  And  we've  got  what's 
left  of  yours  as  well.  ' 

Ruth  drank  some  tea  rather  hastily,  and  said  : 

"  I'm  sorry  for  Mrs.  Doyle,  under  the  circum- 
stances, aren't  you  ?  " 

"  No,"  said  Jolivard  bluntly,  "I'm  not.  And 
neither  are  you,  if  the  truth  were  known  !  " 

Ruth  laughed  and  reddened. 

"  Well,  I  feel  we  ought  to  be  sorry  for  her  : 
perhaps  that's  it.  But  really,  she  is — rather — isn't 
she  ?  And  you've  managed  to  get  on  her  black 
books  too,  Frank  ;  that's  unfortunate." 

"  Oh,  well !  I  shouldn't  care  a  hang  what  she 
might  say  or  do  to  me  ;  but  I  do  hate  her  behaving 
to  you  the  way  she  does.  It's  such — such  cheek  !  " 

"  Oh,  no,  it  isn't."  Ruth  said  quietly.  "  Where 
would  society  be  without  the  Mrs.  Doyles  ?  I've 
met  her  often  enough  before  :  generally  in  a  sealskin 
jacket  and  with  egrets  in  her  hat,  but  essentially 
the  same  person.  And  sometimes  she  wears  man's 
clothes  and  becomes  an  Uncle  George." 

"  I  hate  the  whole  gang  of  'em,"  Jolivard  remarked 
comprehensively.  "  We  serve  'em  right." 
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She  laughed  and  understood  him  very  well. 
Give  a  dog  a  bad  name  and  hang  him ;  but,  if 
he  is  a  dog  of  any  spirit,  he  will  have  a  run  for 
his  money  and  six  square  inches  of  your  expensive 
trousering  material  before  he  comes  to  the  rope. 

Ruth  gave  what  help  she  could  in  the  shop  in 
her  scanty  spare  time  ;  and  grew  thinner,  and  a 
trifle  haggard,  and  was  sometimes  exceedingly 
short-tempered.  Often  she  would  wake,  very  early 
in  the  morning,  with  the  reflection  from  the  street 
lamp  outside  bright  upon  her  ceiling,  and  the 
languid  air  barely  stirring  the  curtains  at  the 
window  ;  and  faint  recollections  of  those  old  days 
at  The  Crescent,  when  her  chief  complaint  had 
been  that  she  had  nothing  to  do,  would  come 
floating  back  to  her.  She  knew  that  she  could 
no  more  return  to  that  life  now  than  she.^could 
return  to  her  baby  frocks  and  a  feeding-bottle — 
in  truth,  she  never  wanted  to  return  to  it — only 
she  was  so  tired,  so  very,  very  tired. 

And  presently  she  would  fall  asleep,  to  be  wakened 
by  the  rattling  of  early  carts  in  the  street  below, 
or  the  fretful  crying  of  the  Doyle  baby ;  and  she 
must  rise  and  dress,  and  prepare  Jolivard's  break- 
fast and  her  own,  and  help  him  downstairs,  and 
do  odd  jobs  about  the  shop  until  it  was  time  to 
start  for  the  rink,  in  the  smart  little  uniform, 
which  was  abominably  hot  this  weather,  with  per- 
haps a  floundering  pupil,  and  perhaps  idleness  and 
desultory  conversation  with  the  other  instructors, 
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all  rather  low-spirited  now  over  their  approach- 
ing dismissal  when  the  rink  shut  for  the  season. 
It  was  Ruth's  first  glimpse  of  the  queer,  tragic 
havoc  wrought  in  dozens  of  unimportant  lives 
by  the  chance  cessation  of  any  fashionable  pastime. 
It  seemed  at  once  absurd  and  pitiful,  and  awakened 
new  doubts  and  questionings. 

What,  for  instance,  had  become  of  all  the  people 
once  employed  to  make  ping-pong  balls  and  diabolo 
sets  ?  Was  this  little  household  broken  up,  and 
that  little  engagement  broken  off,  and  were  there 
old  clothes  and  shabby  hats,  and  broken  boots  and 
short  rations,  decreed  at  the  arbitrary  will  of  a 
multitude  of  healthy  idle  folk  with  varying  fancies 
for  childish  toys  wherewith  to  fill  the  vacant  hours  ? 

And,  if  so,  was  it  quite  right  ?  What  future 
was  there  in  store  for  these  six  or  seven  decent, 
intelligent  young  men  and  women,  who  had  done 
their  work  conscientiously  and  well,  and  raised 
it  to  the  level  of  an  art  ?  Was  there  so  much 
decency,  and  intelligence,  and  industry  in  the  world, 
that  it  could  be  wasted  in  this  way  without  protest  ? 
And  was  that  state  of  society  which  calmly  sanc- 
tioned such  a  waste  fairly  entitled  to  expect  no- 
thing but  humble  obedience  and  dutiful  submission 
in  return  ? 

Even  Bryant  would  have  been  welcome  now, 
troublesome  nuisance  though  he  had  been  to  her, 
and  although  she  still  felt  a  trifle  guilty  at  the 
thought  of  how  she  had  deceived  him.  But  then, 
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how  else  could  she  have  explained  the  situation  ? 
She  was  not  free  as  other  women  were  free  ;  and 
it  would  not  have  been  fair  to  him  to  let  him  think 
so.  And  it  must  be  admitted  that  she  had  found 
his  clumsy,  tentative  advances  towards  a  more 
thrilling  relationship,  during  the  last  few  weeks  of 
their  acquaintance,  rather  a  rich  joke.  It  was 
quite  a  secret  joke :  Jolivard  certainly  could 
not  have  appreciated  it ;  but  she  chuckled  over  it 
in  secret  with  a  peculiar  relish. 

She  had  been  commiserated  by  the  other  instruc- 
tors, male  and  female,  on  the  loss  of  a  profitable 
pupil ;  but  no  one  had  attached  any  other  im- 
portance to  the  young  man :  his  own  private 
conviction,  that  the  affair  must  be  absolutely 
notorious  at  the  rink  by  this  time,  was  entirely 
without  foundation.  Pupils  were  only  pupils,  re- 
garded rightfully  ;  first  and  foremost,  as  an  indirect 
means  of  replenishing  that  unpopular  organ  of  the 
human  anatomy  which  popular  problem-mongers 
are  so  apt  to  overlook.  And  now  the  pupil-season 
was  over ;  and  the  hunters  accepted  the  fact 
stoically,  with  a  general  tightening  of  belts,  but 
with  no  regrets  of  a  more  sentimental  nature. 

Every  Friday  night,  when  they  were  called 
into  the  manager's  office,  one  by  one,  to  receive 
their  pay,  was  a  time  of  dismal  anticipation  ;  the 
final  Friday,  when  each  received  in  addition  a 
week's  notice,  was  sheer  tragedy.  The  chief  in- 
structor, who,  having  a  second  string  to  his  bow, 
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remained  comparatively  cheerful,  endeavoured  to 
relieve  the  general  gloom  a  little  by  rehearsing 
his  own  part  in  a  forthcoming  film  drama — a 
doomed  French  aristocrat  going  heroically  to  the 
guillotine — and  did  it  with  such  convincing  realism 
that  he  quite  failed  to  notice  the  manager  observing 
him  through  his  half-open  door. 

The  manager  was  still  smiling  slightly  to  himself 
when  Ruth  went  in,  last  of  all.  And  he  was,  as 
I  have  said,  rather  a  tender-hearted  and  benevolent 
old  fellow — whenever  benevolence  did  not  actively 
interfere  with  business,  of  course.  And  Ruth 
was  looking  very  white  and  tired  and  run-down. 
Therefore  he  detained  her  for  a  few  minutes,  and 
asked  her  whether  she  had  found  any  new  employ- 
ment yet  ? 

Ruth  shook  her  head. 

"  I  haven't.  I  wish  I  could  ;  I've  tried  ever  so 
many  places,  but  I'd  no  idea  it  would  be  so  difficult . 
You  see,  I've  had  no  particular  training — except 
for  this  job.  And  quite  a  lot  of  people  seem  to 
think  it  must  have  unfitted  me  for  everything  else." 

The  manager  considered  a  little,  and  then  in- 
quired if  she  was  living  at  home,  and  Ruth  said  no, 
she  was  in  lodgings  with  an  invalid  friend.  As 
it  chanced,  this  was  the  very  best  thing  she  could 
have  said,  for  he  was  melted  at  once,  and  went 
on  to  propose  that  he  should  find  her  a  place  as 
attendant  in  one  of  the  "  picture  palaces "  in 
which  he  was  interested. 
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"  I  don't  know,  of  course,  if  you'd  care  to  take 
it — the  pay's  not  what  you  have  been  getting  here. 
You  mustn't  let  it  stand  in  your  light  if  you  hear 
of  anything  more  profitable ;  but  perhaps,  as  a 
stop-gap " 

Ruth  accepted  gratefully,  and  went  home  much 
relieved.  Only  after  some  time  did  it  occur  to 
her  that  the  manager  believed  her  invalid  friend  to 
be  a  girl. 

"  Well,  that's  a  rare  piece  of  good  luck,  isn't  it  ?  " 
said  Jolivard,  when  she  had  told  him,  which  she 
did  as  soon  as  she  entered  the  shop,  being  unable 
to  wait  with  the  good  news. 

"  Ah,  it's  easy  for  some  folks  as  don't  mind 
what  they  do  !  "  remarked  Mrs.  Doyle  darkly,  in 
the  background. 

Presently  Jolivard  inquired  if  the  manager 
were  a  married  man.  Also,  how  old  he  was. 

"  Oh,  about  your  age,"  Ruth  replied  gravely. 
"  Tall,  dark,  very  handsome.  Those  sort  of  eyes, 
you  know.  It's  all  settled,  Frank;  don't  you 
observe  the  diamond  necklace,  the  costly  fur  coat, 
the  general  air  of  vicious  and  wanton  prosperity  ?  " 

He  grinned  rather  sheepishly. 

"I'm  sorry,  Ruth.  I  don't  mean  to  be  such  an 
idiot.  Only,  you  know " 

"  Oh,  bless  you,  /  know  !  "  said  Ruth. 
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"  If  you  haven't  a  penny, 
A  halfpenny  will  do  ; 
But  if  you  haven't  a  halfpenny, 
Then — God  bless  you  !  " 

'  The  Souling  Song." 

NEXT  day,  Jimmy  appeared  in  much  better 
spirits.  He  was  going  down  to  Epsom, 
he  said,  the  following  week,  with  Kitchens 
and  Sawyer  and  one  or  two  other  thoroughly  trust- 
worthy friends.  These  gentlemen  were  to  stay 
in  the  town  ;  and  he  was  to  go  back  and  forwards 
each  day,  as  there  was  business  to  be  transacted 
with  the  office.  He  seemed  quite  excited  at  the 
prospect ;  and  presently,  after  making  himself 
very  agreeable  to  Ruth  all  the  evening,  he  asked 
her — his  wife  being  temporarily  absent — if  she 
would  care  to  accompany  him  upon  the  Wednesday, 
as  her  own  new  duties  did  not  begin  for  another 
ten  days. 

"  It's  a  sight  worth  seein',  you  know,  miss ; 
don't  you  think  you'll  come  ?  Mayn't  ever  have 
another  chance  !  A  breath  o'  fresh  country  air 
would  do  you  good,  too,  wouldn't  it,  Frank  ?  " 
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He  appeared  so  curiously  eager,  that  Ruth's 
suspicions  were  aroused  ;  but  she  thanked  him, 
and  said  she  would  like  to  go  very  much. 

"I'll  find  out  what  they're  up  to  then,  at  all 
events,"  she  said  to  Jolivard  afterwards. 

He  hesitated  a  little. 

"  Well,  I  don't  know — they're  such  a  funny  set. 
Do  you  think  you'll  be  all  right  ?  " 

"  Well,  I  think  so.  "     Ruth  said,  laughing. 

Long  afterwards  that  queer  day  stood  out  dis- 
tinctly in  her  memory,  but  the  bare  facts  of  it, 
and  of  her  own  conduct,  shall  only  be  related  here, 
baldly  and  briefly,  without  any  attempt  to  explain 
what  was  inexplicable,  or  to  excuse  what  was 
entirely  inexcusable. 

She  travelled  down  with  Jimmy  by  an  early 
train,  in  a  carriage  full  of  voluble,  excited  men 
smelling  strongly  of  rank  tobacco.  Jimmy  was 
unusually  silent,  and  appeared  pale  and  nervous  ; 
but  he  was  very  nice  to  her,  and  very  ready  to 
explain  everything  she  didn't  understand.  It  was 
a  grey,  windy  day,  and  rather  chilly. 

Ruth  had  never  been  on  a  race-course  before ; 
she  was  not  prepared  for  the  wide  stretch  and 
sweep  of  the  Downs,  the  tremendous  noise  and 
bustle  -everywhere,  even  at  that  early  hour ;  and 
the  vast  nomadic  population  already  encamped 
under  vans  and  tents  and  turned-up  carts,  com- 
pletely indifferent  to  everything  except  their  own 
private  affairs  and  the  profits  they  might  make 
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out  of  the  gullibility  of  the  spectators.  But  there 
was  not  much  laughter ;  and  the  talk  was  business 
talk.  Most  of  the  people  she  saw  looked  pale  and 
tired  and  slightly  bored,  whether  they  were  there 
for  work  or  play ;  the  general  atmosphere  was 
one  of  cynical  disillusionment.  It  was  not  a 
spontaneous,  joyous  revel ;  it  was  a  costly  and 
elaborate  performance,  doggedly  gone  through 
because  it  was  the  right  thing  to  do,  a  mel- 
ancholy example  of  the  Englishman  taking  his 
pleasures  conscientiously. 

They  had  a  hurried  lunch,  very  roughly  served, 
in  a  little  stuffy  refreshment  tent ;  and  then  Jimmy 
led  her  to  a  comparatively  open  and  deserted  piece 
of  rising  ground,  from  which  she  could  catch  a 
distant  glimpse  of  the  course  ;  and  here  he  left 
her,  explaining  that  he  had  to  go  and  see  after 
the  other  men,  but  would  be  back  presently.  And 
she  wasn't  to  move  !  He  was  very  particular  about 
that. 

"  In  this  sort  o'  crowd,  you  see,  miss,  you  may 
get  lost  before  you  know  it." 

So  Ruth  sat  still  upon  the  short,  dry  grass,  hugging 
her  knees,  and  watching  the  scene  with  amused 
interest,  for  what  seemed  a  very  long  time.  As  the 
day  drew  on  towards  the  time  of  the  chief  event, 
the  crowd  thickened  fast ;  wagonettes  and  coaches 
came  rocking  over  the  uneven  ground,  the  majority 
of  them  occupied  by  respectable  family  parties 
who  might  have  come  direct  from  The  Crescent : 
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all  dressed  stiffly  in  their  Sunday  best,  and  making 
a  day  of  it  in  precisely  the  same  spirit  in  which 
they  would  have  celebrated  some  orthodox  religious 
festival. 

Of  the  great  race  itself  she  saw  very  little  :  there 
was  a  sudden  hush,  a  sound  of  strenuous  galloping 
hoofs  thudding  along  the  turf,  a  streak  of  bright, 
confused  colour,  and  that  was  all.  And  then, 
suddenly,  she  saw  Jimmy  coming  towards  her, 
threading  his  way  quickly  through  the  throng, 
and  glancing  anxiously  about  him  as  if  he  were 
not  quite  certain  where  she  was. 

She  rose  and  went  to  meet  him.  His  face  lit 
up  with  joy  and  relief,  and  he  tucked  her  arm 
into  his,  and  led  her  quickly  away  over  the  trampled, 
littered  grass,  talking  hurriedly  all  the  time. 

"  I  think,  miss,  d'you  know,  you'd  best  be  goin' 
back  now.  There's  such  an  awful  lot  o'  roughs 
about — regular  gang  o'  them — I  never  see  so  many  ! 
But  it'll  be  quite  quiet  once  we're  off  the  Downs. 
I  can't  come  myself  yet,  but  I'll  take  you  to  the 
station  ;  and  once  at  the  other  end  you'll  be  right 
as  rain.  You  don't  mind,  miss  ?  " 

"  No,  not  a  bit.  I'd  sooner  go  before  the  trains 
fill  up." 

"  An' — an'  I  wonder,  miss" — he  hesitated, 
regarding  her  very  curiously — "  if  you'd  mind  doin' 
us  a  very  great  favour,  now  ?  " 

"  I  don't  know,"  Ruth  said,  returning  his  look 
and  smiling  a  little.  "  What  is  it  ?  " 
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"  Well,  miss,  it's  this  way.  Kitchens,  he's 
got  a  lot  o'  very  valuable  papers,  an'  he  wants  them 
to  go  back  to  the  officq — it  simply  ain't  safe,  having 
'em  here  with  all  these  roughs  about.  So  if  you 
wouldn't  mind  takin'  'em  up  with  you,  miss,  it 
would  be  a  very  great  service,  a  very  great  service 
indeed ;  and  Kitchens  wouldn't  forget  it,  I'm 
sure." 

"  All  right,"  Ruth  said.  "  Have  you  got  them 
there,  then  ?  Shall  I  just  take  them  to  the  shop, 
or  what  ?  " 

"  Just  to  the  shop,  miss,  till  I  come.  I'll  be 
up  this  evenin'  to  fetch  'em — I'll  not  be  so  late  as 
usual  to-night.  Thanks,  miss,  thanks  very  much." 

Ruth  was  wearing  a  long,  light,  waterproof  coat — 
very  shabby  now — and  Jimmy,  stopping  for  a 
moment  behind  the  sheltering  screen  of  a  coconut- 
shy,  hastily  slipped  a  little  bulky  leather  case  into 
one  of  the  pockets. 

Then,  taking  her  arm  once  more,  he  hurried  on, 
still  talking  volubly,  and,  as  it  seemed,  a  little 
at  random,  about  the  weather  and  the  crowd,  and 
the  victory  of  the  favourite  ;  and  dwelling  again 
and  again  upon  that  dangerous  gang  of  roughs, 
whose  presence  constituted  such  a  menace  to  honest 
and  law-abiding  people. 

Presently  Ruth  exclaimed : 

"  Why,  look  !    There's  a  motor  on  fire  !  " 

He  jumped  as  if  he  had  been  shot. 

"  What,  miss  ?     Where  is  it  ?  " 
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"  Over  there ;  it  must  be  a  motor,  you  see  it's 
petrol  flame.  How  funny  that  nobody  seems  to  be 
taking  any  notice  !  There's  no  race  going  on  just 
now,  is  there  ?  " 

"  Oh,  no,"  said  Jimmy.  He  walked  on  beside 
her  for  a  few  more  paces,  then  halted  and  said  in 
a  low,  hurried  voice :  "  D'you  think  you  could  go 
on  the  rest  o'  the  way  by  yourself,  miss  ?  I — I 
see  a  man  I  ought  to  speak  to.  There's  a  train  in 
twenty  minutes,  and  we're  through  the  worst  of 
the  push  now.  You've  got  your  ticket  ?  Got 
some  money  ?  That's  all  right,  then.  And,  for 
heaven's  sake,  miss,  don't  get  your  pocket  picked,  or 
I  think  Kitchens  would  skin  me  alive  !  " 

And  then  in  a  moment  he  had  dived  in  amongst 
the  crowd,  and  was  gone. 

Ruth  walked  steadily  on,  glancing  over  her 
shoulder  every  now  and  then  at  the  fire,  which 
still  burnt  fiercely.  She  passed  a  group  of  men  who 
were  looking  at  it,  too. 

"  Serve  'em  damned  well  right  !  "  said  one  ;  and 
they  all  laughed  loudly. 

"  Did  they  get  off,  d'you  know  ?  "  inquired 
another. 

"  Can't  say.  The  cash  has  gone,  anyway,  you 
may  be  sure.  They  always  have  half  a  dozen  con- 
federates among  the  crowd — women,  sometimes." 

Ruth  found  a  great  crush  of  people  at  the  station  ; 
and  when  the  train  came  in  she  was  rather  badly 
jostled.  Then  all  at  once — out  of  nowhere,  ab  it 
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seemed — came  a  strong  protecting  arm  about  her, 
and  a  delighted  voice  which  said  : 

"  All  right,  Miss  Charlton !  Never  mind,  I'll 
look  after  you  !  " 

And  lo,  there  was  Bryant  himself,  looking  very 
stalwart  and  sunburnt,  in  a  smart  new  fawn  overcoat, 
and  with  a  pair  of  field-glasses  slung  round  his 
shoulders. 

He  bore  her  off  triumphautly  to  a  first-class 
carriage,  paid  the  difference  in  her  fare,  gave  her 
a  comfortable  corner  seat,  and  sat  opposite,  beaming 
upon  her,  and  full  of  the  wonderful  coincidence  and 
good  luck  of  this  encounter. 

He  had  become  separated  from  his  party,  he  said  ; 
but  that  didn't  matter  !  And  how  did  Ruth  come 
to  be  there  alone  ?  And  where  was  her  party  ? 

She  told  him,  briefly,  that  she  had  come  with 
"  a  friend,"  but,  being  tired,  was  returning  home 
early.  He  seemed  a  little  pained  by  this ;  but 
was  extremely  kind,  opening  both  the  windows  for 
her,  in  spite  of  the  protests  of  the  other  passengers, 
and  seeking  to  enliven  the  journey  by  a  long  account 
of  his  holiday  abroad,  and  his  various  experiences 
that  day.  He  had  never  been  to  a  race  meeting 
before — apparently  this  was  another  of  those 
"  robust  pleasures  "  that  were  so  very  desirable — 
and  had  come  with  "  a  man  from  ithe  office," 
the  same  tempter  who  had  introduced  him  to  his 
first  music-hall.  And  he  had  had  the  misfortune 
to  entrust  his  money  to  a  fraudulent  bookmaker ; 
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so  that,  although  he  had  backed  the  winner,  he 
had  lost  five  pounds. 

"However,  it's  a  consolation  to  know  that  I'm 
not  the  only  sufferer,"  he  said  pleasantly.  "  A 
number  of  others  were  victimized  in  the  same  way. 
The  man  escaped,  I  understand ;  but  they  took 
petrol  from  a  motor-car,  and  set  fire  to  all  his 
belongings,  and  burnt  them  up.  It  appears  to  be 
customary  in  such  cases ;  I  didn't  know  that,  did 
you  ?  " 

"No,"  Ruth  said  simply.  "I  didn't  know  it, 
either." 

She  was  so  silent  and  preoccupied  during  the 
rest  of  the  journey  that  Bryant  diagnosed  head- 
ache ;  and  his  ostentatious  chivalry  and  considera- 
tion became  almost  more,  than  'she  could  bear. 
When  they  arrived  at  their  destination,  he  was  most 
anxious  to  take  a  taxi  for  her.  Ruth  had  to  invent 
another  friend,  waiting  for  her  by  special  appoint- 
ment at  one  of  the  Tube  stations,  to  get  rid  of 
him. 

He  detained  her  hand  a  moment  at  parting,  and 
asked  her  where  she  was  living  now. 

"  Camden  Town,"  she  answered. 

"  Mustn't  I  know  ?  "  he  inquired  tenderly. 

Ruth,   almost   desperate  by  this  time,   replied  : 

"  No,  Mr.  Bryant,  I'm  afraid  you  mustn't," 
thereby  increasing  the  fascination  and  the  mystery 
a  hundredfold. 

Jolivard  was  sitting  at  the  counter,  sorting  post- 
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cards,  when  she  entered  the  shop.  He  looked  up 
in  some  surprise,  and  said  : 

"  Hallo  !  You're  early,  aren't  you  ?  Where's 
Jimmy  ?  " 

"  He's  coming  later.  He  sent  me  home  with 
some  valuable  papers,  because  they  were  afraid  of 
them  being  lost  in  the  crowd." 

"What?"  exclaimed  Jolivard,  staring  at  her. 

Ruth  took  off  her  hat,  and  stood  arranging  the 
pins  in  it  with  a  demure  and  innocent  air. 

"  That's  what  Jimmy  said.  It's  all  I  know 
about  it.  And  I'm  dying  for  some  tea,  Frank : 
haven't  you  got  the  kettle  boiling  ?  " 

"  Where  are  the  papers  ?  "  he  demanded. 

Ruth  showed  him  the  case,  and  put  it  into  one  of 
Jimmy's  drawers,  and  shut  it  up. 

"  By  Jove  !  "  said  Jolivard  under  his  breath. 
Then  he  began  to  laugh  a  little.  "  Oh,  well !  " 
he  said,  and  shrugged  his  shoulders.  "I'm  glad 
you're  back  safe,  anyway.  Have  you  enjoyed  it  ?  " 

"  Oh,  yes,"  said  Ruth.     "  It  was  very  amusing." 

But  she  said  nothing  about  the  homeward  jour- 
ney, or  about  Bryant. 

And  with  the  shades  of  night  came  Jimmy, 
very  tired  and  thirsty,  and  covered  with  dust ; 
but  overwhelmed  with  gratitude  for  her  timely 
assistance. 

"  Kitchens  didn't  half  go  on  at  me  at  first,  miss, 
for  lettin'  it  go  out  o'  my  own  hands ;  but  I  told 
him  I'd  sooner  trust  you  than  myself.  An'  as  it 
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turned  out  it  was  lucky,  for  I  got  badly  jostled — 
very  badly  jostled." 

Indeed,  he  seemed  sore  all  over. 

And  next  morning  Kitchens  himself  came  to  the 
studio  on  purpose  to  thank  her,  which  he  did 
profusely. 

"  You  don't  know  what  a  loss  like  that  means  to  a 
business  man,  Miss  Charlton,  'pon  my  word  you 
don't.  An'  they  caught  this  little  fool  Jimmy  an' 
rolled  him  in  the  ditch ;  so  you  see  what  might 
have  'appened." 

Ruth  fancied  he  had  been  drinking  ;  and  before 
he  left  he  insisted  upon  presenting  her  with  an 
envelope,  which  she  subsequently  found  to  contain 
a  five-pound  note.  He  had  wanted  to  take  her 
out  to  dinner  ;  and  when  this  was  declined,  the 
five  pounds  was  the  alternative. 

"  No,  Miss  Charlton,  you  must  take  it ;  'pon  my 
word,  I  shan't  be  'appy  till  you  do — I'd  feel  it 
would  change  my  luck  for  me." 

And  when  he  had  gone,  Ruth  went  upstairs,  and 
put  the  five-pound  note  in  another  envelope,  and 
directed  it,  in  print,  to  Bryant  at  his  Kensington 
address.  And  the  incident  ought  to  have  ended 
there,  of  course  ;  but  when  she  came  down,  with 
the  envelope  in  her  hand  ready  for  the  post,  she 
saw  Jolivard,  unaware  of  her  presence,  standing 
at  the  shop  door,  leaning  on  his  crutch,  and  looking 
wistfully  out  at  the  sunshine.  She  went  quietly 
upstairs  again,  tore  up  the  envelope,  and  put  the 
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five-pound  note  in  her  purse,  and  took  Jolivard 
out  for  a  day  in  the  country.  It  was  a  beautiful 
day,  and  they  enjoyed  themselves  like  two  children. 
Jolivard  knew  that  she  knew,  and  she  knew  that  he 
knew  that  she  knew ;  and  Jimmy  knew  that  they 
both  knew ;  and  nobody  said  a  word,  and  nobody 
cared  a  bit. 


CHAPTER    XIII 


'  The  way  is  all  so  very  plain 
That  we  may  lose  the  way  !  " 

G.  K.  CHESTERTON. 

IT  was  while  they  were  resting  together  in  a  field, 
under  the  shade  of  some  splendid  oaks,  after 
their  lunch  of  sandwiches  and  fruit,  that 
Jolivard,  who  was  leaning  easily  back  against  a 
tree-trunk,  looking  away  into  the  blue,  sunshiny 
distance,  remarked  abruptly  : 

"  I  say,  though,  doesn't  it  seem  beastly,  to  think 
of  the — the  difference  ?  " 

Ruth  turned  a  little  towards  him — she  was  lying 
flat,  her  elbows  on  the  ground,  her  chin  propped  on 
her  hands — and  said  : 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?     What  difference  ?  " 

"  Oh,  I  can't  make  it  very  clear,  I  expect ;  but 
I  mean  the  difference  between  all  this  freshness  and 
cleanness  and — and  general  niceness — out  of  doors 
here,  and  the  howling  mess  we've  managed  to 
make  of  things :  the  howling  mess  that  most 
people  manage  to  make  of  things  !  " 

Ruth   considered  a  little,  gazing  over  the  long 
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shoulder  of  the  field,  where  the  golden  sunlight 
turned  to  shimmering  silver  haze. 

"  Yes,  I  see.  But  it  always  seems  to  me  that 
the  clean,  fresh,  out-of-doors  part  explains  all  the 
rest !  It's  so  big,  isn't  it  ?  Just  look  at  the  sky, 
you  can't  see  it  properly  in  the  towns — miles  and 
miles  of  it,  and  it's  looked  like  that,  just  as  fresh 
and  lovely,  over  and  over  again,  for  thousands  and 
thousands  of  years,  before  we  were  born  ;  and  it  will 
go  on  looking  the  same  for  thousands  and  thousands 
of  years  after  we're  dead.  And  these  dear  darling 
trees  " — -She  put  up  her  hand  to  caress  the  rugged 
trunk  above  her — "  they  were  growing  when  our 
great-great-grandfathers  were  alive.  What  do  we 
matter,  with  our  silly  little  troubles  ?  The  big 
things  remain  !  That's  what  I  used  to  feel  about  the 
sea,  at  home,  when  I  was  worried — it  was  so  big, 
and  so  clean  ;  and  it  went  on  washing  and  washing 
at  the  world,  and  washing  all  the  little  worries 
away  ! 

"  And  all  these  little  fussy,  fretty  rules  we've 
got  tangled  up  in,  they're  just  what  little  people 
like  ourselves  have  set  up  and  knocked  down  again, 
like  children  playing  with  toy  bricks.  '  Now,  Billy, 
you  mustn't  step  on  that  one,  'cos  I  say  so  ;  and, 
Betsy,  you  mayn't  move  over  this  line,  'cos  you're  a 
girl ;  if  you  do,  you've  broke  the  game,  and  shan't 
play  any  more.'  It's  just  like  that,  just  a  game 
and  a  fancy  !  And  the  sea  and  the  sky  and  the 
sun,  and  the  moon  and  the  stars,  and  all  the  big 
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things,  they  look  on  at  us  and  smile,  like  some  wise, 
kind  old  nurse ;  and  presently  it's  bedtime,  and 
we're  tucked  up,  ever  so  cosy,  in  our  little  cots,  and 
the  toys  are  left  lying  about  on  the  floor,  all  jumbled 
up  ;  and  the  big  people  who  come  in  after  us, 
they'll  stumble  over  them  for  a  moment,  and  wonder 
whatever  they  were  for,  and  sweep  them  aside 
into  a  corner  and  forget  all  about  them. 

"  Or,  perhaps  there  won't  be  any  big  people  in 
this  world  at  all ;  and  some  day  it  will  dry  up  like  the 
moon,  and  then  the  sun  will  burn  out  and  it  will 
all  turn  into  a  new  star,  and  begin  everything  over 
again.  Only  I  suppose  the  people  get  a  little  bigger 
every  time. 

"  And  we  needn't  worry,  because  it's  all  settled 
over  our  heads,  and  won't  affect  us  one  way  or  the 
other  ;  and  meanwhile  we've  got  this  lovely  world 
to  play  in,  and  might  be  so  happy  if  only  we  didn't 
fuss  at  each  other  so.  Perhaps  that's  all  we're 
meant  to  do,  just  be  happy  and  give  and  take  a  bit  ; 
and  we  will  go  making  silly,  useless  rules  and  trying 
to  do  work  that's  beyond  us. 

"  Anyway,  I'm  happy  enough  to-day,  aren't 
you  ?  And  we  can  forget  all  the  silly  tangle  of 
things  for  a  while." 


CHAPTER    XIV 


'  Nay,  never  lift  up  thy  hands  to  me  ; 

There's  no  clean  hands  in  trade  ; 
But   steal   in   measure,'   says   Harry  the   King, 

'  There's  measure  in  all  things  made.'  " 

"  Rewards  and  Fairies,"  RUDYARD  KIPLING. 

IT  was  about  three  weeks  after  this  that  the 
Doyle  baby  terminated  its  brief,  unprosperous 
existence,  rather  unexpectedly,  in  a  fit.  It 
had  never  been  a  very  prepossessing  baby,  poor 
little  creature  ;  yet  its  sudden  demise  came  as 
something  of  a  shock  to  all  of  them.  Jimmy  wept 
bitterly,  and  said  it  was  a  warning  to  him,  and 
remained  piously  at  home — though  not  at  work — 
for  two  whole  days,  and  Ruth  and  Jolivard  kept 
shyly  out  of  the  way,  speaking  in  low  tones,  and 
feeling  extremely  awkward  and  superfluous  at  such 
a  moment. 

"  Though,  goodness  knows,  there  wasn't  a  very 
hopeful  outlook  for  it,  was  there  ?  "  Ruth  said, 
when  they  were  alone.  "  I  dare  say  it's  the  best 
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thing  that  could  have  happened  to  it,  poor  little 
kiddie." 

Jolivard  nodded  in  complete  agreement,  and  sat 
silent  for  a  little  while.  Then  he  exclaimed  suddenly 
and  impulsively  : 

"  Good  heavens,  Ruth,  I  don't  know  what  I 
should  have  done  if  my  wife  had  ever  had  any 
children  !  It  was  what  I  was  always  so  horribly 
afraid  of !  " 

It  was  the  first  time  he  had  mentioned  his  wife 
directly  since  that  memorable  day  at  the  hospital ; 
and  Ruth  didn't  quite  know  what  to  reply. 

The  household  became  more  disorganized  than 
ever  after  this  commonplace  little  tragedy.  Mrs. 
Doyle's  health  was  affected — so  Jimmy  said — but 
it  had  been  affected  before  in  the  same  way,  which, 
perhaps,  had  not  been  very  good  for  the  baby.  It 
was  a  kind  of  indisposition  which  caused  her  to 
slumber  profoundly  upon  the  parlour  sofa  at  incon- 
venient and  inappropriate  moments ;  to  become 
blowzy  and  flushed  and  draggled  ;  and  to  keep 
her  part  of  the  house  in  such  an  unspeakable  con- 
dition that  often,  out  of  sheer  pity,  Ruth  invited 
Jimmy  upstairs  to  share  their  own  frugal  meals. 
He  was  always  very  humble  and  very  grateful ;  but 
his  melancholy  deepened  daily,  and  the  longing 
to  unburden  himself  of  forbidden  secrets  to  a 
sympathetic  soul  was  at  times  plainly  almost  more 
than  he  could  bear.  Indeed,  it  took  all  their 
dexterity  to  avoid  his  abject  confidences. 
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"Is  he  still  with  Kitchens,  do  you  know  ?  " 
Ruth  inquired  one  evening  when  he  had  drifted 
downstairs  again  after  an  hour  or  so  of  their  em- 
barrassed hospitality  and  his  own  struggles  with 
his  conscience,  outwardly  [expressed  by  despairing 
sighs  and  halting  half -sentences  of  darkling  signifi- 
cance. 

"  No,  it's  Viner  and  that  lot,"  Jolivard  replied. 
He  frowned  a  little  as  he  spoke,  and  then  began  to 
laugh  despite  himself.  "  Poor  Jimmy  !  They  just 
turn  him  round  their  little  finger.  I  wish  they 
wouldn't  have  all  their  confounded  letters  addressed 
here,  though — there  were  ten  this  morning — we 
shall  be  getting  into  difficulties  next,  at  that  rate." 

It  was  a  very  hot  summer.  Day  succeeded  day, 
with  almost  tropical  sunshine  out  of  a  hard  grey- 
blue  sky  ;  stifling  stale  air,  puffs  of  scorching  wind, 
and  a  desert  of  gritty  dust  beneath  the  feet ;  and 
now  and  again  an  unbearable  night  of  torrid,  pinky- 
purple  gloom,  terminating  about  two  o'clock  hi  a 
terrific  thunderstorm,  and  leaving  the  whole  city 
in  a  state  of  limp,  damp  reaction,  as  if  it  had  just 
passed  through  a  bout  of  fever. 

Ruth  was  thankful  now  for  her  lighter  work, 
even  with  the  handicap  of  lighter  pay,  long  hours, 
and  extreme  monotony.  By  the  middle  of  August 
they  all  looked  a  little  as  if  they  had  been  with- 
standing a  siege — as,  indeed,  they  had — but  it  was 
the  end  of  August  before  the  citadel  fell. 

There  came  a  week  of  alarms  and  excursions, 
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and  loud-voiced  indignant  men,  who  stamped  into 
the  shop,  became  still  more  indignant  and  loud- 
voiced  after  a  brief  tour  of  exploration,  sent  Mrs. 
Doyle  into  hysterics,  and  stamped  out  again,  Joli- 
vard,  manfully  holding  the  fort  until  the  last 
possible  moment,  meanwhile  acting  as  a  kind  of 
expostulatory  chorus  : 

"  Well,  I  know  nothing  about  it— I'm  not  respon- 
sible. There's  no  use  in  going  on  like  that,  really  ; 
I  tell  you,  I  stand  to  lose  quite  as  much  as  you 
do!" 

Ruth  had  cause  to  bless  those  casual  business 
methods  which  had  left  the  partnership  a  purely 
"  informal "  one ;  kept  the  accounts  in  an  old 
exercise  book,  with  all  the  most  important  items 
omitted  ;  and  enabled  Jolivard  to  appear  through- 
out in  the  character  of  innocent,  injured  assistant. 
The  eighty  pounds  was  gone  for  ever ;  but  to  that 
loss  they  had  long  been  resigned — thankful,  indeed, 
to  have  escaped  so  cheaply. 

Jimmy  himself  had  not  been  seen  or  heardjof  for 
a  week.  Mrs.  Doyle,  who  continued  to  regard 
Jolivard  as  her  husband's  evil  genius,  did  not 
hesitate  to  proclaim  her  belief  that  he  had  been 
"  sperrited  away "  by  her  two  lodgers.  It  was 
fortunate,  perhaps,  that  the  loud-voiced  intruders 
did  not  take  her  very  seriously,  her  perpetual 
torrent  of  abuse  invariably  including  themselves  as 
well  as  everybody  else. 

But  Jolivard  himself  did  not  seem  very  hopeful 
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of  seeing  Jimmy  again,  until,  one  night,  Ruth 
found  him  at  her  elbow  in  the  street,  as  she  was 
returning  home — haggard  and  unshaven,  and 
looking  more  like  a  miserable  little  stray  dog  than 
ever.  He  followed  her  in,  and  they  had  a  terrible 
night  with  him.  Mrs.  Doyle,  luckily,  was  in  bed, 
and  sleeping  so  heavily  that  his  utmost  efforts 
could  not  fully  awaken  her ;  but  the  others  never 
went  to  bed  at  all. 

And  presently  Jimmy  was  packing  a  battered  old 
portmanteau  with  the  most  useless  and  incongruous 
collection  of  objects,  being  dreadfully  slow  over  it, 
crying  all  the  time  and  saying  he  wished  he'd  got 
the  pluck  to  cut  his  miserable  throat. 

"  There's  somethin'  else,"  he  kept  repeating. 
'  You  don't  know — if  you  did  know •" 

"  Oh,  confound  it  all,  Jimmy,  hold  your  tongue  ! 
I  don't  want  to  know  !  "  Jolivard  said. 

He  and  Ruth  were  nearly  at  their  wit's  end 
to  cheer  and  console  the  fugitive  ;  but  at  last  they 
bundled  him  out  by  the  back  door,  still  sobbing 
bitterly,  with  Jolivard's  overcoat  on — much  too 
big  for  him — and  his  passage  money  in  his  pocket. 

And  when  he  had  gone,  Jolivard  said  suddenly  : 

"  Oh,  by  Jove  !     I  forgot  !  " 

He  hurried  into  the  shop,  and  got  some  unopened 
letters  and  some  papers  out  of  a  locked  drawer, 
and  burnt  them  in  the  kitchen  grate,  with  some 
wood  and  turpentine  Ruth  brought  for  the  purpose. 
He  knelt  upon  a  chair  to  do  this,  because  there  were 
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such  a  lot  of  beetles  about,  and  he  had  a  peculiar 
horror  of  them. 

"  Poor  Jimmy  ! '  he  said,  leaning  over  the  chair 
back  to  beat  up  the  blaze  with  the  poker.  "  He 
is  an  unlucky  beggar  !  He's  always  in  difficulties  !  " 

"  An'  now  what  the  'ell  am  /  to  do  ?  "  demanded 
Mrs.  Doyle,  next  day. 

But  here  came  the  sticking  point,  and  this 
problem  they  declined  to  solve  for  her.  So,  after 
twenty-four  vituperative  hours,  she  solved  it  for 
herself,  going  off  to  give  a  pleasant  surprise  to  a 
married  brother  in  Hertfordshire,  and  banging  the 
door  behind  her.  Jolivard  paid  her  railway  fare, 
and  she  called  him  a  Somethingy  Something — he 
upset  a  whole  pile  of  albums  off  the  counter,  so  that 
Ruth  might  not  hear  more  distinctly  what  it  was 

Then  arose  the  troublesome  question  of  their 
own  future  arrangements. 

The  picture  theatre  where  Ruth  was  employed 
was  over  at  Hammersmith.  She  was  anxious  to  get 
lodgings  near  by,  and  so  save  the  trouble  and 
expense  of  the  daily  journey  ;  and  Jolivard  con- 
sidered, not  unreasonably,  that  his  own  chances  of 
obtaining  honourable  employment  would  be  brighter 
in  a  new  neighbourhood.  As  he  remarked,  people 
did  gossip  so.  Once  or  twice,  in  a  tentative  fashion, 
and  with  obvious  effort,  he  hinted  that,  perhaps, 
she  might  really  be  better  off,  now,  without  him. 

"  Don't  talk  rubbish,"  said  Ruth  concisely. 

"  I  mean  it,  though,  upon  my  soul    I    do,"   he 
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said  firmly,  though  the  wistful  look  in  his  eyes 
betrayed  him.  ''  I  can't  help  seeing  that  you'd 
have  a  much  fairer  chance  if — if  I  cut  the  painter, 
so  to  speak.  It's  been  such  a  muddle  from  the 
first — I  don't  know  what  I've  done  right,  and  what 
wrong  ;  but  at  least  I  don't  want  to  tie  you  up  any 
tighter,  if  I  can  help  it.  I've  done  enough  in  that 
way  already,  I  think." 

These  searching  scruples  of  conscience  were 
something  new  in  him ;  Ruth  felt  puzzled,  and 
even  a  little  alarmed. 

"  Why,  Frank,  what  stuff  !  Who  did  the  tying 
up  first,  I'd  like  to  know  ?  And  how  on  earth 
do  you  think  you're  going  to  manage  without 
me?" 

"Oh,  well,  that  would  be  all  right !  Look  here, 
Ruth,  I  will — upon  my  soul — I  want  you  to  under- 
stand that — if  you  only  say  the  word 

"  Ah,"  said  Ruth,  "  but  I'm  not  going  to  say 
it!" 

He  was  silent  for  a  minute,  looking  away  from 
her  in  some  distress.  Then  he  said  hurriedly  : 

"  You  know — I  couldn't  bear  to  think — that  you 
were  sticking  to  me — only  out  of  pity.  I'd  sooner 
anything  than  that  !  " 

"  Why,  you  silly  ass  !  "  Ruth  exclaimed,  laughing, 
but  rather  moved  all  the  same.  "It's  not  only 
out  of  pity  !  Do  you  think  it's  so  impossible  that 
any  one  could  like  you  for  yourself  ?  " 

"  Oh — I  don't  know  !  "  he  said. 
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But  he  looked  all  at  once  radiantly  relieved,  and 
they  instinctively  changed  the  subject  as  quickly 
as  possible. 

The  shop  was  shut  up  now,  and  out  of  their 
hands.  They  were  camping,  on  sufferance,  till  the 
end  of  the  week — Jolivard's  crutch,  and  his  general 
appearance  of  being  the  worst  sufferer  by  the 
crash,  proved  just  now  an  invaluable  asset — but 
then  they  must  turn  out  and  shift  for  themselves, 
whatever  their  prospects  ;  and  these  prospects  were 
certainly  not  rosy. 

"I'm  sure  I  spent  three  solid  hours  this  morning, 
hunting  for  something  habitable,"  Ruth  said.  She 
had  come  home  late  from  her  work,  and  dead  tired, 
and  was  lying  back  in  a  chair  by  the  window  while 
Jolivard  made  coffee.  He  always  insisted  upon 
her  resting  now,  when  she  came  in,  and  letting  him 
wait  upon  her  ;  but  as  she  was  generally  disinclined 
for  much  exertion  at  the  end  of  the  day,  and  as  he 
seemed  extremely  proud  of  his  own  small  abilities 
in  this  direction,  she  made  no  protest.  "It's  such 
a  dreadful  nuisance,  Frank,"  she  continued.  '  The 
fools  all  want  references." 

"  Well,"  he  said,  "  we  might  oblige  them.  You 
could  apply  to  your  brother-in-law ;  and  I'd  go  to 
that  gentleman  in  the  flannel  shirt,  who  is,  I  believe, 
passing  the  night  upon  the  parlour  sofa  downstairs. 
Don't  you  think  that  would  do  ?  " 

"  Oh,  excellently  !  But,  really,  Frank,  you  know, 
it  is  rather  serious ;  the  decent  places  simply 
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won't  touch  us  with  the  tongs.  I  nearly  had  my 
ears  boxed  twice  to-day  ;  and  one  woman  recom- 
mended me  to  apply  to  some  one  in  the  next  street. 
She  did  it  on  purpose,  out  of  spite  ;  but  I  didn't 
know,  and  went  like  a  ninny.  And,  my  goodness, 
I  can't  forget  it  !  " 

"  Dirty  ?  "  he  inquired  sympathetically. 

He  handed  her  her  cup,  and  drew  up  a  chair 
for  himself. 

"  N-o,  not  exactly  dirty ;  it  smelt  rather  queer, 
that  was  all.  It  was  the  people,  something  about 
them — I  don't  know  !  The  woman  was  very  civil, 
frightfully  civil — wanted  to  have  us  ;  but  I  got 
outside  as  quickly  as  I  could.  There  was  another 
one,  too,  coming  down  the  stairs — looked  at  me. 
It  made  me  shiver  all  up  my  spine ;  and  yet  I 
couldn't  say  there  was  anything  definitely  wrong." 

Jolivard  drank  his  coffee  in  silence.  Then  he 
inquired  abruptly  : 

"  What  is  the  rock  on  which  we  split  ?  Is  it 
references  only,  or  is  it — me  ?  " 

"  Well,  sometimes  it's  you,"  Ruth  admitted. 

"  Well,  in  that  case,  Ruth,  we'll  have  to  go 
separate,  that's  all.  Anyway,  do  you  know,  I 
believe  it  would  be  best.  I've  been  thinking  it 
over  ;  and  it's  not  altogether  fair  to  you  as  it  is." 

"To  my  reputation,"  observed  Ruth  dryly,  "  or 
—no,  wait  a  minute,  Frank — do  you  mean  to  your 
own  reputation  ?  " 

"  Oh,  that !  "  he  said  contemptuously.     "  That's 
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done  for,   any  road.     And  besides,   I   don't  care 
now." 

"  Well,"  said  Ruth  cheerfully,  "  neither  do  I 
care.  And  it  makes  a  lot  of  difference  in  the  rent, 
taking  two  rooms  together  instead  of  apart.  We 
aren't  such  millionaires  that  we  can  afford  little 
luxuries  like  new  reputations.  And  even  if  we 
went  separate,  what  then  ?  We'd  be  everlastingly 
in  and  out  of  each  other's  digs  ;  and  then  there'd 
be  more  talk.  No,  we  must  just  make  the  best  of 
it ;  it's  another  of  the  penalties  of — er — fame. 
I'll  have  another  shot  to-morrow  ;  and  if  the  worst 
comes  to  the  worst  I'll  say  you're  my  brother. 
And  then  we  shall  always  be  giving  the  people  our 
real  names ;  but  we  must  chance  that,  I  suppose." 

When  they  had  finished  their  little  meal,  they 
sat  together  by  the  open  window,  with  no  light 
but  that  which  came  in  from  the  street  lamp, 
smoking  and  discussing  ways  and  means.  And,  in 
spite  of  their  decidedly  unpromising  outlook,  I 
think  they  were  both  very  happy.  Ruth  had 
fallen  easily  into  Jolivard's  own  pleasantly  casual 
way  of  regarding  all  practical  affairs ;  therefore  she 
did  not  concern  herself  unnecessarily  about  the 
future — it  was  an  interesting  problem,  that  was  all. 

And  her  experiences  of  that  morning  had  revived 
the  old  sense  of  social  ostracism,  and  even  a  little  of 
the  old  perverted  youthful  vanity  over  this  dis- 
creditable distinction. 

She  had  run  away  to  find  Freedom  and  Adventure  ; 
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and  she  had  found  neither,  but  only  a  round  of 
petty  cares,  petty  insults,  petty,  monotonous  toil, 
She  had  not  even  found  Romance,  which,  by  all 
the  traditions  of  The  Crescent,  lies  in  wait  for  every 
young  woman,  with  mingled  flowers  and  poison, 
just  around  the  corner.  Jolivard's  chair  was 
certainly  very  close  to  hers  in  the  half-light,  but 
that  was  accident,  not  design  ;  and  when  he  reached 
for  the  matchbox  and  found  it  empty,  he  said  : 

"  Dash  !  Ruth,  I  do  wish  you'd  remember  to 
keep  this  thing  filled  !  " 

They  might  have  been  quite  an  old  married 
couple  !  She  had,  in  fact,  paid  the  full  penalty 
for  her  folly,  without  receiving  any  of  the  con- 
ventional compensations.  Yet,  if  she  had  lost 
the  whole  world,  she  had  gained  the  knowledge  of 
her  own  soul :  for  the  chain  stitch  of  "  machine- 
made  morality  "  was  all  unravelled  now,  and  she 
knew  the  true  texture  of  the  material  she  had  to 
deal  with,  its  weakness  and  its  strength. 

A  couple  of  troublesome  and  anti-social  young 
detrimentals,  without  even  the  vital  courage  to 
sin  boldly  and  effectively,  with  a  swagger,  before 
an  outwardly  scandalized  and  secretly  appreciative 
world  !  But,  nowadays,  we  prattle  no  longer  of  a 
child's  "  natural  duty  "  to  a  cruel  or  neglectful 
parent ;  and  surely,  upon  the  same  principle,  we 
need  not  be  too  severe  upon  the  unsatisfactory, 
"  unnatural "  children  of  a  social  system  which 
combines  in  its  silly  self  all  the  worst  faults  of  all 
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the  worst  parents — harshness,  lack  of  sympathy, 
gross  favouritism ;  and  the  spasmodic  enforcement 
of  arbitary '  laws,  totally  relaxed  for  the  spoilt 
child,  but  falling  with  terrible  force  upon  those 
unlucky  ones  who  have  failed  to  gain  the  parental 
smile. 

And  so  they  sat  together,  these  two  undesirable 
characters,  upon  the  ruins  of  their  Duty  to  Society, 
with  only  a  certain  absurd  mutual  shyness,  an  odd 
mutual  self-respect,  and  possibly  also  an  uncon- 
fessed  determination  to  prove  Dame  Rumour  a 
liar,  to  keep  them  from  the  final  descent  into  shame- 
lessness  and  shame  ;  and  smoked,  and  were  content. 

Ruth  was  leaning  forward,  with  her  elbows  on 
the  sill,  looking  down  at  the  deserted  street — it  was 
very  late,  nearly  twelve  o'clock — when  suddenly 
she  started  violently,  and  drew  back  swiftly  behind 
the  curtain. 

"  Hallo  !  "  exclaimed  Jolivard.     "  What's  up  ?  " 

Ruth  laughed  nervously,  and  rubbed  one  hand 
across  her  eyes. 

"  It's  a  silly  fancy,  of  course,  but  that  boy  there, 
coming  along  rather  slowly,  carrying  a  bag,  looked 
to  me,  just  for  a  minute,  like  my  brother  !  " 

"  What,  the  curate  ?  " 

"  No,  no.  Stanley — you  remember,  he  used  to 
come  to  the  rink ' 

She  spoke  breathlessly,  and  her  voice  was  tremb- 
ling. Jolivard  leant  forward  carefully,  and  looked 
out  himself. 
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"  By  Jove,  Ruth,"  he  whispered,  as  he  drew 
back,  "  it  is  your  brother,  and  he's  coming  here  !  " 

Ruth,  with  a  dreadful  sinking  at  her  heart, 
hurried  downstairs  and  softly  opened  the  front 
door  before  the  flannel-shirted  man  should  wake. 
Stanley  stood  upon  the  step  :  he  had  grown  taller 
and  thinner  in  the  year,  and  looked  almost  a  man. 
And  he  was  pale  and  travel-stained  and  covered 
with  dust ;  but  his  face  lit  up  with  a  wonderful  joy 
and  relief  at  sight  of  his  sister, 

"  Oh,  Ruth  !  "  was  all  he  said,  in  rather  a  choky 
voice  ;  and  put  both  his  arms  round  her  neck 
and  hugged  her. 

Ruth  felt  a  lump  in  her  own  throat  as  she  returned 
his  embrace. 

"  What  is  it,  Stan,  dear  ?     What's  the  matter  ?  " 

"  Nothing's  the  matter.    Only — I've  bolted,  too  !  " 

"  Oh,  my  dear  !  "  said  poor  Ruth.  Then  she 
drew  him  softly  in,  and  shut  the  door.  They  were 
in  black  darkness  until  she  had  found  a  box  of 
matches  and  lit  the  gas  ;  but  he  kept  tight  hold  of 
her  dress  all  the  time.  The  flaring,  wavering  gas- 
jet  showed  the  hopeless  disorder  of  the  dismantled 
shop.  "  Don't  make  any  noise,"  Ruth  whispered, 
with  a  warning  glance  towards  the  little  back- 
parlour  door. 

He  faced  her,  half  desperately,  and  spoke  rapidly 
in  a  lowered  voice  that  shook  a  little  from  sheer 
weariness. 

"  They'd  stuck  me  down  on  a  beastly  office  stool, 
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Ruth  ;  and  I'd  sooner  be  shot  !  I  couldn't  stand 
it  !  And  they  only  laughed  when  I  said  how  I 
hated  it,  and  what  rot  it  all  was.  And  at  last  I 
couldn't  bear  it  any  longer,  and  I  thought  I'd  run 
away  and  go  to  sea,  and  then  I  thought  I'd  come 
and  see  you  first — I  had  your  address,  you  know. 
When  that  woman  wrote  to  Archie,  he  left  the  letter 
lying  on  the  table,  and  I  copied  it  when  nobody  was 
looking." 

"  What  woman  ?     What  do  you  mean  ?  " 
"  Why,  there  was  a  woman  here,  wasn't  there  ? 
Doyle,  or  some  such  name.     It  was  ever  so  long 
ago." 

"  Oh — I  see ;    and  what  did  she  say  to  Archie, 
do  you  know  ?  " 

He  was  momentarily  embarrassed. 
"  Oh,  I  don't  know  ;    just  that  you  were  still 
here,  and  that — that  chap  had  come  out  of  hospital." 
"  And  was  here,  too ;    was  that  it  ?  " 
"  Well — yes.     I  think  she  wanted  some  money  ; 
but  Archie  wrote  and  said  something  that  scared 
her  off.     And  so  I  came  up  by  the  boat ;   and  I'd 
no  idea  it  was  such  a  huge  place.     I've  walked  all 
the  way  from  the  Docks,  and  it's  taken  hours  and 
hours,  because  I  kept  losing  myself." 

"  But,  Stan,  the  mater  will  be  simply  frantic  !  " 

"  Oh,    no,    she    won't.     I    wrote    to     her    and 

explained.     Besides — didn't    you    know  ?     No,    of 

course    not — she's    got    married    again :     married 

Steve's  vicar  !  " 
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"  No  !  " 

"  She  has  !  It  was  in  the  spring ;  and  Uncle 
George  didn't  like  it  much,  either.  And  so  the 
house  is  to  be  sold ;  and  Jessie's  gone  to  be  com- 
panion to  old  Mrs.  Carter,  the  rich  one  :  I  should 
think  it'll  be  a  good  thing  for  her,  one  day.  And 
they  were  just  wondering  what  to  do  with  me, 
whether  to  put  me  into  digs,  or  what ;  so  I  thought 
I'd  jolly  well  settle  it  for  myself." 

He  raised  his  eyes  to  her  face,  at  once  dogged 
and  appealing ;  and  before  his  appeal  Ruth  felt 
suddenly  very  powerless. 

"  Well,  Stan,"  she  said,  with  a  queer  little  bitter 
laugh,  "  you  certainly  have  chosen  a  propitious 
moment.  We're  being  sold  up  :  the  owner  of  the 
place  has  decamped  ;  we  shall  be  put  out  in  the 
street  on  Saturday  morning,  and  we've  nowhere 
else  to  go  to,  and  hardly  any  money." 

Stanley  began  to  look  rather  blank.  He  glanced 
more  observantly  at  her  now,  and  noted  that  she 
was  thinner  and  looked  white  and  fagged  ;  and  that 
her  old  black  dress,  which  showed  the  long  lines 
of  her  figure  so  plainly,  was  very  worn  and  shabby. 

"  I  say,  Ruth,"  he  asked  suddenly,  "  who's  here  ?  " 

Ruth  flushed  slightly. 

"  Only  Mr.  Jolivard." 

He  considered  this  for  a  moment ;  then  exclaimed 
impulsively  : 

"  Look  here,  you  know,  I  simply  don't  care  a  bit 
about — about  all  that.  What  they  said  about  you, 
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I  mean  ;  it  doesn't  matter  a  scrap  to  me  !  I  think 
it's  all  rather  rot,  myself ;  but  anyway,  it's  your 
business  and  not  mine,  so  I  don't  care  !  " 

Ruth  received  this  magnanimous  declaration 
without  comment.  She  was  thinking  quickly  ;  and 
presently  she  said  : 

"  But,  Stan,  dear,  what  is  it  you  want  to  do  ? 
I'll  help  you  any  way  I  can  ;  but  what  is  it  you're 
thinking  of  ?  " 

"  I  don't  care  what  I  do,  Ruth,  so  long  as  it  isn't 
a  filthy  office  !  I'd  do  anything.  I  mean  to  set  to 
work  right  away.  I'm  not  afraid  of  work  if  it  is 
work ;  and  I've  saved  up  a  few  pounds,  and  I'll 
have  my  fifty  the  year  after  next.  I  don't  want 
money,  but  I  thought — perhaps  you — perhaps  we 

"  he  faltered,  and  there  came  a  sudden  quaver  in 

his  tired  voice.  "  Ruth,  you  aren't  going  to  turn 
me  out,  are  you  ?  " 

"  No,  dear,  no  !  Only — I  must  just  see  what 
we  can  do.  Wait  here  a  minute,  will  you  ?  And 
I'll  slip  upstairs  and  speak  to  Frank." 

And  so  she  left  him,  sitting  with  his  bag  beside 
him  upon  the  very  chair  which  Jimmy  had  offered 
her  on  the  day  of  her  own  untimely  arrival. 

"  Hallo  !  "  said  Jolivard,  as  she  entered.  "  What's 
the  matter  ?  Not  bad  news,  I  hope  ?  " 

Ruth  shut  the  door  very  carefully  before  she 
replied. 

"  Well,  Frank,  I  know  now  what  you  felt  like 
when  I  came  and  plumped  myself  on  to  you  in  that 
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way.  Poetic  justice  !  Here's  this  blessed  youngster 
been  and  followed  my  illustrious  example  !  Found 
the  awful  fascination  too  strong  to  be  resisted,  I 
suppose  !  " 

She  spoke  with  forced  lightness  ;  but  her  voice  was 
hard  and  strained,  and  she  turned  aiway  from  him, 
and  stood  looking  down  at  the  empty  grate  and 
twisting  her  fingers  nervously  together. 

"  I  say  !  "  exclaimed  Jolivard  remonstrantly. 

"  Pleasant,  isn't  it  ?  "  she  retorted  bitterly. 

Then,  greatly  to  her  surprise,  he  rose  from  his 
chair — with  a  little  difficulty,  as  he  always  did — 
and  came  to  her  and  patted  her  shoulder,  with  a 
clumsy  attempt  at  consolation,  and  said  : 

"  There,  don't  worry,  old  girl !  It'll  be  all 
right.  Come,  tell  me  all  about  it.  " 

She  did  so,  briefly. 

"  Well,"  he  said,  when  she  had  finished,  "  I 
suppose  we  shall  have  to  stand  by  him,  shan't  we  ? 
I  always  liked  him  very  much,  what  I  saw  of  him  ; 
and  it's  rather  a  critical  time  for  him,  isn't  it  ?  And 
he's  young  and  strong — he  matters  more  than  we 
do,  anyway,  even  if  it  does  mean  pinching  a  little 
just  at  first." 

"  It's  not  that "  began  Ruth.  Her  voice 

shook,  and  she  struggled  to  control  it.  "It's  only 
that — that  I  was  thinking,  too,  at  first,  I  couldn't 
let  him  go  because  of  the  harm  he  might  come  to. 
And  then — oh,  then  I  thought  perhaps  he  couldn't 
get  worse  harm  anywhere  than  he  would  from  me  ! 
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I  mean — you  know  what  they  think — what  they've 
made  him  think.  It's  not  very  good  for  him,  is 
it  ?  "  i 

Poor  Jolivard  drew  back  a  little. 

"I'm  sorry,  Ruth.     I  see  what  you  mean." 

But  she  turned  quickly  and  caught  his  arm,  with 
a  sudden  reckless,  indignant  defiance  in  the  midst 
of  her  humiliation. 

"  Oh,  it's  not  your  fault — good  heavens,  I  don't 
mean  that.  It's  mine  !  It's  not — not  that  I  care  ; 
but  I  never  thought  of  it — this  way — before." 

Jolivard's  hand  closed  over  hers. 

"  Well,"  he  exclaimed,  with  unexpected  vehe- 
mence, "  if  he's  going  to  the  devil  because  of  you, 
all  I  can  say  is,  he'd  better  go,  and  a  good  riddance  ! 
And,  Ruth,  you  know,"  he  added  in  a  lower  voice, 
"  we're  not  exactly  angels — but  it  might  have  been 
worse  !  " 

She  clung  to  him  tightly  for  a  moment  in  the 
darkness.  Then  she  recovered  her  self-control,  a 
little  ashamed,  perhaps,  of  her  weakness. 

"  Oh,  well,"  she  said,  with  a  rather  shaky  little 
laugh,  and  the  familiar  shrug  of  her  shoulders,  "  I 
suppose  he's  bound  to  get  mixed  up  with  a  few 
shady  people  sooner  or  later  !  He  may  as  well 
begin  with  us  !  I'll  go  and  fetch  him  up." 


CHAPTER    XV 


"  For  it  is  not  good  that  children  should  know 
any  wickedness  ;  old  folks,  you  know,  have  dis- 
cretion, as  they  say,  and  know  the  world." 

"  The  Merry  Wives  of  Windsor." 

STANLEY'S  arrival  served  to  solve  their  most 
immediate  problem  in  an  unexpected  and 
highly  satisfactory  fashion.  That  nice- 
spoken  young  lady,  Miss  Charlton,  with  her  brother 
and  her  brother's  friend,  the  poor  lame  gentleman, 
found  a  welcome  where  that  "  brazen  'ussy  who 
wanted  to  bring  a  man  'ere,"  would  have  been 
sternly  repudiated.  So  by  the  end  of  the  week 
they  found  themselves  comfortably  sheltered  be- 
neath the  roof  of  a  very  clean  and  rather  deaf 
old  Scotchwoman,  not  far  from  Ruth's  place  of 
employment.  They  took  two  rooms,  and  Stanley 
and  Jolivard  shared  the  larger  of  these  between 
them ;  for,  to  Ruth's  great  relief,  they  got  on 
excellently  together.  Stanley,  it  seemed,  had  not 
been  expecting  Jolivard 's  crutch ;  and  his  surprise 
and  openly  expressed  sympathy  did  much  to  soften 
the  awkwardness  of  the  first  meeting. 

213 


214          THE   SHELTERED   SEX 

And  Jolivard,  curiously  enough,  warmed  at  once 
to  this  clumsy  boyish  pity,  though  he  shrank 
from  Ruth's  most  tactful  allusion  to  the  delicate 
subject.  Perhaps  his  ready  generous  kindness 
towards  her  brother  was  innocently  prompted  by 
another  obscure  motive,  too.  At  least,  she  fancied 
this  might  be  the  case ;  for  which  reason  she 
was  careful  to  take  it  entirely  as  a  matter  of 
course. 

He  had  had  a  brief,  pointed  interview  with  the 
lad  upon  the  first  day. 

"  Now,  look  here,  my  boy,  I  don't  know  what 
those  people  at  home  have  been  telling  you  about 
your  sister  ;  but  you  may  take  it  from  me  it's  a 
pack  of  damned  lies.  And  if  you  don't  choose  to 
believe  what  I  say,  and  to  show  her  you  believe  it, 
well,  I  think  you'd  simply  better  clear  out,  that's 
all.  I'm  not  going  to  have  any  more  mud  chucked 
at  her  on  my  account." 

Stanley  nodded  his  head,  and  looked  exceedingly 
grave  for  perhaps  half  a  minute.  Then  he  began 
to  whistle,  and  said  candidly : 

"  Well,  you  know,  as  I  told  her  last  night,  I 
simply  don't  care  a  hang  !  I  think  it's  all  a  lot  of 
rot  myself,  but  anyway  it  doesn't  affect  me  ;  and 
so  long  as  nobody's  being  cheated,  you've  surely 
both  got  a  perfect  right  to  do  as  you  like  !  That's 
what  I  think,  you  know  !  Don't  you  worry,  old 
chap ;  I'll  never  say  a  word  to  her  about  it,  you 
may  be  sure." 
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So  poor  Jolivard  found  that  he  had  failed  once 
more  to  get  much  satisfaction,  or  much  credence  : 
baffled  this  time  by  the  cheerful,  imperturbable, 
ultra-worldly  worldliness  of  innocent  and  unsophisti- 
cated youth. 

For  all  that,  the  boy  did  them  bdth  a  great  deal 
of  good,  with  his  complete,  cocksure  self-confidence 
— fully  restored  after  one  night's  rest — his  honest, 
blundering  affection,  and  his  healthy  indifference 
to  musty  old  rumours  that  couldn't  possibly 
affect  that  very  important  person,  Mr.  Stanley 
Charlton.  Indeed,  this  very  indifference  was  prob- 
ably better  for  them  than  any  pitying  protestations 
of  belief  in  their  entire  spotlessness  would  have 
been.  It  was  so  much  less  embarrassing,  too,  for 
everybody  concerned  ! 

The  boy  was  not  long  in  finding  work  :  he  got  a 
place  in  a  warehouse — humble  employment  and 
rough  ;  but  his  fixed  resolve  against  genteel  clerical 
labour  remained  proof  against  all  the  allurements 
of  well-brushed  clothes  and  clean  hands.  He  was 
also  instrumental  in  helping  Jolivard  to  secure  a 
position  in  a  big  photographic  chemist's,  hard  by, 
which  pleased  him  and  pleased  the  boy  beyond  all 
bounds.  So  now  they  all  three  went  off  daily  to 
their  respective  jobs,  and  met  at  meal  times. 
Stanley  came  every  night  to  escort  his  sister  home 
from  the  picture  theatre  ;  and,  perceiving  this  to 
be  an  excellent  way  for  him  to  spend  his  evenings, 
she  professed  to  find  great  relief  in  his  stalwart 
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protection  through  half  a  mile  of  brightly  lighted 
streets.  Jolivard  would  have  supper  ready  waiting 
for  them  when  they  came  in ;  and  altogether  the 
menage  a  trois  was  a  complete  success. 

The  boy  wrote  home  once  or  twice,  but — at  her 
special  request — without  mentioning  Ruth,  merely 
describing  his  lodgings  and  his  work,  and  saying 
that  he  was  comfortable  and  happy  and  "  getting 
on  all  right." 

Jessie  replied  on  each  occasion  ;  there  seemed 
to  be  a  general  impression  that  he  would  soon 
return ;  and  his  stepfather,  a  busy  man  with  a 
small  income  and  many  claims  upon  it,  said  decidedly 
that  the  lad  would  come  to  no  harm,  and  be  all  the 
better  for  the  experience,  to  which  his  mother, 
now  much  occupied  with  her  new  parochial  duties 
and  dignities,  readily  agreed.  And  Uncle  George, 
deposed  from  his  former  position  as  family  coun- 
sellor, flatly  declined  to  express  any  opinion  upon 
the  subject  at  all,  though  he  remarked  in  private 
to  his  wife  that  it  was  what  one  might  expect  of 
Sophy's  children.  Each  time  the  letter  concluded 
with  the  words  :  "  The  mater  says,  do  you  want 
any  money  ?  "  and  each  time  the  boy  replied  : 
"  No,  thanks,  I've  heaps." 

The  rink  did  not  reopen  that  winter  ;  it  had  been 
sold,  and  pulled  down  and  rebuilt  as  a  motor  garage. 
This  was  a  bitter  disappointment  to  Stanley :  to 
have  just  missed  having  a  sister  a  rink-instructor, 
seemed  like  deliberate  malice  on  the  part  of  Provi- 
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dence  ;  but  Jolivard,  having  regard  to  the  lad's 
present  circumstances  and  future  prospects,  thought 
that  it  was  just  as  well ;  and  Ruth,  remembering 
Bryant,  was  quite  sure  of  it. 

They  used  to  discuss  "  the  Kid's  "  doings  and 
ambitions,  in  his  absence,  in  a  Serious  parental 
fashion,  pleased  to  find  a  new  steadiness  and  purpose 
growing  in  him  with  his  new  independence. 

"It's  really  just  as  well,  you  know,"  Ruth  re- 
marked, one  day,  "  that  we're  not  with  Jimmy  and 
that  lot  now,  isn't  it  ?  It  wouldn't  have  done." 

"  No,"  said  Jolivard  promptly.  "  Certainly 
not  !  " 

They  had  had  one  letter  from  Jimmy,  posted  at 
New  York,  where  he  was,  so  he  said,  "  getting  an 
insight  "  into  the  hardware  business,  which  opened 
up  brilliant  vistas  of  prosperity.  Mrs.  Doyle 
was  going  out  to  join  him  ;  but  some  day  he  hoped 
to  return  to  England,  and  then,  perhaps,  he  and 
Frank  might  "  set  up  together  "  again,  and  hope 
for  better  things. 

"  Somehow,  do  you  know,"  Jolivard  said,  "  I 
don't  much  think  we  will !  " 

The  Kid  was  told  as  little  as  possible  about 
Jimmy  ;  and  they  were  careful,  too,  to  be  rather 
more  ceremonious  with  one  another  when  he  was 
present.  Ruth  curbed  a  growing  tendency  to  casual 
reckless  profanity,  and  rarely  smoked.  And  some- 
times this  enforced  exemplary  behaviour  was  not 
very  easy,  after  the  pleasant  laxness  of  the  last 
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few  months.  On  fine  Sundays  they  generally  made 
some  little  picnic  excursion  together.  Kew  Gardens 
was  their  favourite  place,  where  Ruth  rejoiced 
greatly  in  the  "  bigness  "  of  the  grand  benevolent 
trees,  and  Stanley  told  them  a  great  deal  about 
woodcraft,  and  timber  valuation,  and  forestry,  and 
land  surveying,  and  other  outdoor  subjects  upon 
which  he  had  contrived  to  pick  up  a  wonderful 
amount  of  information.  Jolivard  caught  some  of 
his  enthusiasm :  they  would  have  quite  heated 
discussions  at  times  ;  and  Ruth  was  not  displeased 
to  observe  that  Jolivard  was  occasionally  right, 
and  Stanley  wrong. 

Once  or  twice,  when  finances  permitted,  they 
took  a  boat  out  on  the  river ;  and  Stanley  insisted 
upon  doing  all  the  rowing,  and  splashed  about  a 
great  deal — "  It's  not  a  bit  like  the  sea  !  "  he  said 
perplexedly — and  made  several  aristocratic  scullers 
exceedingly  cross,  and  enjoyed  himself  very  much 
indeed.  Weekdays  were  generally  occupied,  for, 
the  more  holidays  there  were  for  other  people,  the 
less  there  were  for  Ruth ;  but  she  got  a  rare  and 
precious  Saturday  afternoon  now  and  again,  and 
then  they  went  to  the  gallery  of  a  theatre.  And 
once  they  stumbled  upon  a  certain  problem  play, 
which  made  Ruth  and  Jolivard  feel  rather  uncom- 
fortable :  not  because  of  the  problem,  but  because 
of  its  similarity  to  their  own  problem.  But  as 
they  were  leaving  the  theatre,  the  Kid  re- 
marked : 
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"  Well,  you  know,  it's  a  ripping  good  play  ;  but 
I  don't  call  it  natural,  somehow  !  " 

Mrs.  Macdonald,  their  landlady,  despite  her 
somewhat  forbidding  exterior,  kept  a  motherly 
eye  upon  the  "  laddies,"  and  discussed  their  little 
ways  with  Ruth  at  odd  moments  when  they  met. 
Ruth  had  supposed  her  to  be  a  widow,  but  learnt 
one  day  that  there  was  a  Mr.  Macdonald,  last 
heard  of  in  Glasgow ;  and  that  there  had  been 
many  whisky  bottles,  and  fists,  and  pokers,  and 
boots,  and  ultimately  a  separation  order. 

"  An'  I've  ne'er  heard  o'  him  nor  seen  him  since  ; 
an'  I  dinna  want  to.  An'  as  for  gaeing  beggin' 
him  for  the  sax  shillin'  a  week  the  magistrate  telt 
me  of,  I'd  suner  dee — I  would  that." 

After  a  while  it  came  out  that  Mrs.  Macdonald 's 
deafness  was  due  to  the  little  attentions  of  Mr. 
Macdonald  ;  but  it  was  a  fluctuating  ailment- 
she  had  her  good  days  and  her  bad  days,  she  said  ; 
and  the  good  days  were  apt  to  coincide  with  her 
desire  for  a  chat.  But  it  was  not  difficult  to  forgive 
her  this  very  human  little  weakness. 

It  was  on  one  of  the  "  good  days  "  that  Ruth, 
going  down  to  the  spotless  kitchen  for  some  hot 
water,  found  her  very  busy  at  the  table,  ironing 
some  little  baby  clothes. 

"  For  ma  daughter,"  she  explained,  with  tremulous 
brevity.  "  The  bairn's  expectit.  I've  no  had 
them  oot  since  ma  am  wee  laddie  was  born." 

Ruth  had  heard  of  the  daughter,  who  was  happily 
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married  to  a  builder's  foreman  living  at  Acton  ;  but 
the  wee  laddie  was  something  new. 

"  I  didn't  know  you  had  a  son,  Mrs.  Macdonald  !  " 

"  Aye,"  said  Mrs.  Macdonald,  very  upright  again, 
and  ironing  swiftly.  "  A  wee  laddie.  But  he 
wouldna  worrk,  ye  ken,  an'  I  had  to  gae  oot  charing  ; 
an' — an'  when  the  puir  bairn  was  born,  he  was  just 
deid-like." 

Mrs.  Macdonald  shut  her  mouth  up  with  a  snap 
after  this  brief  fragment  of  autobiography,  and 
ironed  faster  than  ever. 

"  I — I'm  very  sorry,"  said  Ruth.  She  picked 
up  a  little  dress,  and  examined  it  gently.  "  What 
beautiful  work  !  Did  you  make  it  yourself  ?  " 

Mrs.  Macdonald  nodded. 

"  Aye.  There  isna  one  not  new.  I'd  no  gi'e  him 
the  lassie's  left-aff  things.  An'  they've  never  been 
worn." 

"I'm  so  sorry,"  said  Ruth  again.  She  had  an 
impulse  to  kiss  Mrs.  Macdonald ;  but  Mrs.  Mac- 
donald looked  so  very  rigid  and  unbending.  "  At 
least,  you'll  have  this  other  little  youngster  now," 
she  suggested,  smiling  up  at  her  as  she  laid  the  little 
dress  softly  down  again. 

Mrs.  Macdonald  did  not  reply  at  once.  Then 
she  said  suddenly,  with  a  kind  of  burst  : 

"  When  ma  daughter  was  mairit,  ye  ken,  I  said 
to  her,  '  Janie/  I  said,  '  ye 're  a  fule.'  An'  when 
she  telt  me  yesterday  about  this  yin,  I  said/  Janie,' 
I  said,  '  ye 're  a  bigger  fule.'  But  she  said,  '  Well, 
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mither,  if  it  wasna  for  the  weans,  whoever  would 
get  mairit  at  a'  ?  '  And  mebbe  that's  truth,  for 
I'm  sure  I  dinna  ken  ony  ither  reason  why  a 
respectable  woman  would  do  sic'  a  daft  thing." 

"  What — how  do  you  mean  ?  "  Ruth  inquired, 
her  curiosity  aroused  by  this  unorthodox  speech. 

"  A  respectable  woman,"  repeated  Mrs.  Mac- 
donald  emphatically.  "  A  woman  who  worries. 
If  she's  juist  a  puir  fule  who  canna  buy  her  ain 
frocks,  why,  it's  a'  that's  left  for  her." 

Ruth  wondered,  afterwards,  if  this  remark  was 
meant  as  a  kindly  hint  for  herself. 

There  were  no  secrets  between  the  Kid  and  his 
two  new  guardians.  That  fatal  barrier  of  disparity 
in  age  and  consequent  outlook  had  not  yet  shut 
down  ;  and  when,  early  in  the  New  Year,  he  met 
with  an  enterprising  friend,  a  year  or  so  older  than 
himself,  and  was  easily  persuaded  to  join  him  and 
go  out  to  seek  fortune  in  Australia,  they  heard  all 
the  ins  and  outs  of  the  business,  the  pros  and  cons, 
up  to  the  ultimate  decision.  They  found  the 
prospect  of  parting  with  their  Kid  unexpectedly 
hard  to  bear  ;  but,  once  fully  convinced  that  it 
was  for  his  own  good,  they  could  make  no  objection. 

"  And  of  course  you  know,"  he  said  gravely, 
"  that  I  shouldn't  consider  such  a  thing  for  one 
moment  if  you  disapproved.  I  hate  the  idea  of 
going  away  from  you,  simply  hate  it :  it's  only 
that  this  *s  such  a  chance,  and  may  be  the  best 
chance  I'll  ever  get." 
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"  I  think  we  shall  have  to  give  our  consent, 
Ruth,"  Jolivard  said  when  they  were  alone,  with 
equal  gravity.  "  We  mustn't  stand  in  his  light. 
And  he's  bound  to  want  to  strike  out  for  himself 
some  day  :  he  isn't  the  lad  to  stay  contented  with 
what  he's  doing  now." 

So  the  friend  was  invited  round  to  dinner  on 
Sundays,  and  the  matter  thoroughly  thrashed  out 
afterwards,  in  a  comradely  cloud  of  cigarette  smoke. 
And  the  friend  proved  to  be  an  excellent  person 
to  whom  •  to  entrust  the  Kid  :  steady-going  and 
straightforward,  with  a  dash  of  shrewd  common 
sense  to  balance  the  Kid's  headlong  enthusiasm. 
Before  very  long,  therefore,  the  question  was 
settled  ;  and  Ruth  and  Jolivard  set  to  work  at  once 
upon  the  preparation  of  the  boy's  outfit,  which 
turned  out  to  be  rather  expensive.  Ruth  was 
anxious  to  do  all  this  herself,  but  Jolivard  wouldn't 
hear  of  it. 

"  No,  hang  it  all,  Ruth  !  You've  done  about 
enough,  I  think  !  I've  got  as  much  interest  in  the 
Kid  now  as  you  have." 

Stanley,  though  so  scrupulously  careful  in  con- 
sulting their  wishes,  flatly  refused  to  announce 
his  intended  departure  at  home  until  just  before 
leaving  England. 

"  They'd  only  make  a  silly  fuss,"  he  said.  "  And 
they  couldn't  prevent  me  going,  so  I'll  wait  till  it's 
all  fixed  up  and  then  write  and  say  so." 

His  communication,  however,  created  very  little 
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opposition  :  the  shock  of  his  own  news  being  swal- 
lowed up  in  a  greater  shock,  for  now  he  explained 
for  the  first  time  that  he  had  been  with  his  sister 
ever  since  his  arrival  in  London,  adding  a  glowing 
and  defiant  catalogue  of  all  that  she  had  done  for 
him,  and  all  he  owed  to  her.  He  did  not  mention 
this  letter  to  Ruth  until  after  he  had  posted 
it. 

"  I  thought  perhaps  you  wouldn't  let  me  send  it ; 
but  I'm  bio  wed  if  they  shan't  hear  how  awfully 
good  you've  been,  and  how  you've  stood  by  me  when 
they  did  nothing  at  all  except  stick  me  down  in 
that  disgusting  office.  I  didn't  say  anything  about 
Frank,  you  know,"  he  added  wisely,  "  I  thought 
they  wouldn't  understand." 

"  Oh,  all  right,  dear,"  Ruth  said,  kissing  him. 
"  I  dare  say  they  wouldn't." 

But  there  was  no  doubt  at  all  in  her  own  mind 
as  to  just  how  this  piece  of  intelligence  would  be 
interpreted  by  The  Crescent.  And  the  following 
conversation  did  take  place  between  Archie  Sanders 
and  his  wife. 

"  Well,  as  I  told  you  at  the  time,"  Archie  said, 
"  there  was  nothin'  of  the  sort  when  I  was  there— 
a  more  dismal,  poverty-stricken  hole  I  never  set 
eyes  on.  That  was  early  days,  of  course." 

"  Oh,  trust  Ruth  for  knowing  which  side  her 
bread  is  buttered  !  "  said  Edith,  with  a  little  mean- 
ing laugh. 

"  Or  possibly,"  said  Archie,  who  had  been  think- 
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ing,   "  it's  some  one  else.    The  boy  doesn't  say, 
does  he  ?     Been  told  not  to,  oi  course." 

"  Very  likely,  very  likely  indeed.  But  anyway, 
Archie,  I  don't  see  why  we  shouldn't  get  some  of 
the  benefit  !  Somebody's  got  to  pay  for  his  passage  ; 
and  if  she  chooses  to,  why  not  let  her  ?  " 

"  Oh,  certainly,  by  all  means,"  said  Archie 
Sanders. 

Stanley  himself  was  more  excited  with  every 
passing  hour.  He  was  going  to  make  his  fortune 
in  no  time,  and  then  he'd  pay  back  all  they'd  done 
for  him,  just  see  if  he  wouldn't  !  Several  times 
during  his  sojourn  they  had  had  cause  to  be  thankful 
for  their  landlady's  slight  deafness,  but  never 
more  than  during  the  last  few  weeks,  when  the 
joyous  racket  rose  in  a  steady  crescendo — boots, 
heavy  boxes,  slamming  doors ;  singing,  whistling, 
shouting. 

"  The  dear  Kid  !  There'll  be  more  room  for 
him  out  there,"  Ruth  said  to  Jolivard  one  night, 
with  a  smile  and  a  little  sigh. 

"  Well,  I  hope  so.  Anyway,  it's  better  for  him. 
It's  so  unsettled  here.  By  the  by,  I  was  speaking 
to  him  last  night,  Ruth  ;  and  I  told  him  that  if — if 
anything  should  happen  to  me,  you  know — I'd 
like  you  to  go  out  and  join  him.  I  didn't  give 
him  any  particulars — he  thinks  I  meant,  if  I  died— 
but  he  was  quite  ready  :  wanted  us  both  to  go  with 
him  now,  in  fact ;  but  of  course,  as  I  told  him,  that 
was  financially  impossible.  Still,  if — if  anything 
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did  happen  to  me — we  could  raise  enough  to  get 
you  out  there,  I  dare  say." 

It  took  Ruth  a  few  moments  to  realize  the  full 
significance  of  this  gloomy  speech ;  and  then  she 
laughed. 

"  Why,  bless  my  soul,  the  poor  Kid  doesn't 
even  know  \  " 

"  Well,  don't  tell  him,  for  heaven's  sake,"  said 
Jolivard  hastily. 

But  afterwards  Ruth  remembered  that  the  boy 
had  read  Mrs.  Doyle's  letter,  and  probably  knew 
more  than  they  gave  him  credit  for. 

He  sailed  from  Tilbury  upon  a  bright  March 
morning.  Mrs.  Macdonald  kissed  him  soundly 
when  he  bade  her  good-bye,  and  presented  him 
with  a  parcel  of  home-made  cakes,  very  weighty 
and  difficult  to  carry,  and  destined  never  to  be 
eaten — it  was  rough  in  the  Bay.  And  Ruth  and 
Jolivard  went  down  to  see  him  off :  and  he  cried 
a  little  when  he  left  them,  and  clung  to  Ruth  as  if 
he  never  would  let  her  go,  although  his  friend  was 
looking  on. 

"  Good-bye,  Ruth  !  Good-bye,  dear  old  chap  ! 
Write  ever  so  often,  won't  you  ?  Let  me  know 
how  you're  getting  on,  and — and  everything. 
You've  been  so  frightfully  good  to  me,  you  two — I 
won't  forget  it,  indeed  I  won't  !  Good-bye !  I 
wish  you  were  both  coming,  too." 

And  then  the  two  old  people,  the  two  old  people 
who  already  mattered  so  little,  went  soberly  home, 
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arm  in  arm,   to  their  quiet  fireside,   which  now 
seemed  so  unnaturally  quiet. 

Fortunately,  if  there  was  a  certain  grotesque 
element  of  incongruity  in  the  situation,  they  did 
not  notice  it. 


CHAPTER   XVI 


"  The  Watch  do  hereby  indict,  accuse,  and  other- 
wise make  charge  against  Cethru,  of  rebellion  and 
of  anarchy  :  in  that  wilfully  he  doth  disturb  good 
citizens,  by  showing  to  them  without  provocation 
disagreeable  sights  ;  and  doth  moreover  endanger 
the  laws,  by  causing  persons  to  desire  to  change 
them." 

"  A  Novelist's  Allegory,"  JOHN  GALSWORTHY. 

STANLEY  had  been  gone  nearly  a  week,  when 
one  morning  the  postman  brought  a  letter 
for  Jolivard,  forwarded  from  the  old  address 
in  Camden  Town.  He  did  not  often  get  letters; 
and  when  Ruth  took  it  in,  and  saw  an  American 
postmark,  her  first  thought  was  of  Jimmy.  And 
then  another  possibility  occurred  to  her,  and  she 
felt  herself  turn  white.  But  there  was  nothing  to 
be  gained  by  shrinking  from  the  truth,  so  she  went 
upstairs  at  once,  the  letter  in  her  hand.  Jolivard 
was  in  her  room,  and  they  had  just  finished  break- 
fast ;  and  as  she  entered  she  said  : 

"  Frank,  I'm  afraid  this  looks  as  if  it  might  be 
from  your  wife." 

227 
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"  Good  God  !  "  exclaimed  Jolivard. 

He  snatched  the  letter  from  her  and  examined 
it  closely. 

"  Yes,  it  is,"  he  said,  speaking  in  a  curiously 
hushed  voice,  and  glancing  up  at  her,  almost,  it 
seemed,  as  if  he  were  appealing  for  her  protection. 

"  Well,"  Ruth  said  curtly,  to  conceal  her  own 
agitation,  "  open  it." 

And,  after  a  moment's  hesitation,  he  did  so. 

It  was  a  long  letter,  covering  four  sheets  of  thin 
foreign  paper.  He  read  it  through  slowly,  with 
now  and  again  a  little  half-suppressed  exclamation 
of  disgust ;  and  when  he  had  finished  it  handed  it 
to  Ruth,  saying  merely  : 

"  WeU,  what  do  you  think  of  that  ?  " 

She  took  it  eagerly,  and  found  it  to  be  an  appeal, 
written  on  a  high,  forced  note  of  emotion,  for  his 
denial  of  "  a  dreadful  thing  I  heard  the  other  day 
from  Kitty  Fergus.  I  can't  believe  it  of  you, 
Frankie ;  I  can't  indeed."  For  Miss  Kitty  Fergus's 
long-forgotten  visit  to  Doyle's  studio  had  borne 
fruit  at  last :  Miss  Kitty  Fergus,  touring  in  the 
States,  had  by  chance  encountered  her  former 
acquaintance,  and  Miss  Kitty  Fergus  had  promptly 
seized  the  opportunity,  and  repeated  in  circum- 
stantial detail  all  the  facts  which  she  had  gleaned 
from  Mrs.  Doyle. 

''  Oh,  dear,  do  write  and  tell  me  it's  not  true ; 
I  shall  never  know  a  moment's  ease  till  I  hear  from 
you.  This  long  silence  has  been  awful ;  but  I  was 


THE  SHELTERED   SEX         229 

hoping  that  some  day  I  might  come  back  to  you, 
and  we  would  forget  and  forgive  all  these  terrible 
misunderstandings.  You  were  dreadfully  hard  on 
me,  Frankie.  I  have  never  been  bad,  as  you  thought 
I  was,  and  since  I've  been  out  here  there  has  been 
nothing,  nothing  at  all,  I  swear./  Only  write  me 
one  word,  and  I  will  come  at  once,  without  a  mo- 
ment's loss  of  time ;  but  if  I  don't  hear  from  you  I 
don't  know  what  I  shall  do :  I  feel  quite  frantic." 
There  was  a  good  deal  more  to  the  same  effect ;  and 
it  was  dated  from  a  boarding  house  in  Chicago. 
"  Well  ?  "  said  Jolivard,  when  she  had  read  it. 
Ruth  stood  before  him,  turning  the  pages  back- 
wards and  forwards  in  her  hand,  and  the  paper 
shook  and  rustled  a  little  as  she  did  so,  though 
outwardly  she  was  very  cool  and  collected,  instinc- 
tively bracing  herself  for  what  she  knew  was  to 
follow. 

"  Mrs.  Doyle  again,  you  see.  Bless  her.  Well, 
Frank,  you'll  just  have  to  write  and  deny  it,  that's 
all." 

"  What,  and  have  her  back  again  ?  " 
"  Certainly,   if   she   wants   to   come.     The   poor 
thing  seems  in  such  a  fearful  state  about  it,  doesn't 
she  ?     Besides,  you  see  what  she  says — you  were 
mistaken  in  what  you  thought  about  her,  after  all." 
"  I    don't  believe  a  word  of  it,"  he  said  sullenly. 
And  Ruth  remarked  quietly  : 
"  Well,  people  didn't  believe  us,  once." 
He  did  not  reply,  but  sat  gloomily  contemplating 
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the  carpet.  Then  suddenly  he  burst  out,  with 
stammering  vehemence  : 

"  It's  all  very  well  for — for  you  to  talk  like  that  ! 
You've  not  got  to  put  up  with  it !  I — I  don't 
believe  I  can  stand  it  again,  Ruth,  and  that's  a 
fact ;  you  don't  know  what  it's  like  !  And  she 
doesn't  care  tuppence,  really — do  you  suppose 
she'd  ever  have  bothered  to  write  if  she  hadn't 
heard  this  rumour  ?  Not  she !  It's  just  her 
beastly  spiteful  jealousy — wretched  dog-in-the-man- 
ger business — she  don't  want  me  herself,  and  yet 
she  can't  bear  to  think  that  any  one  else  should 
have  me.  I  know  her  well  enough  !  And  it  would 
just  be  the  old  thing  over  again,  only  worse.  You 
see  what  this  letter's  like :  not  a  word  about  where 
she's  been  or  what  she's  doing ;  not  a  question  about 
how  I  am — and  she  must  have  heard,  you  know — 
nothing  but  abominable  jealousy  and  suspicion, 
perfectly  disgusting  !  " 

Ruth,  secretly  torn  by  a  terrible  conflict  of  her 
own,  replied  rather  sharply  : 

"  Don't  talk  nonsense,  Frank !  You  were  to 
blame  before,  I  don't  doubt,  just  as  much  as  she 
was :  it  was  six  of  one  and  half  a  dozen  of  the 
other;  and  whatever  you  may  say,  I'm  quite  certain 
that  she  was — and  is — very  fond  of  you." 

"  She's  not,  upon  my  soul !  She  never  was — 
not  in  the  right  way.  I  was  a  young  fool,  of  course, 
I  know  that ;  it  was  all  a  hideous  mistake  from 
the  beginning,  but  why  should  we  both  be  penalized 


THE  SHELTERED  SEX         231 

all  our  lives  for  a  mistake  which  we  both  acknow- 
ledged ?  Why,  what  did  you  say  yourself " 

"  I  know  what  I  said,  but  I  didn't  know  then 
that  she  wanted  to  come  back.  And  a  contract's 
a  contract — you  can't  get  over  that.  I  know  it's 
a  stupid  sort  of  contract,  but  you  were  quite  old 
enough  to  know  what  it  meant  when  you  walked 
into  it.  That's  the  worst  of  this  silly  old  world : 
you've  got  to  pay  for  your  mistakes." 

He  was  silent  again  for  a  moment,  then  con- 
tinued with  renewed  energy  : 

"  But  look  here,  apart  from  everything  else,  how 
the  devil  do  you  suppose  I'm  going  to  support  a 
wife  now  ?  She's  not  like  you :  she  spends  right 
and  left,  and  raises  a  row  if  I  make  any  objection." 

"  Well,  she'll  have  to  turn  to  and  help,  that's 
all.  She's  managed  to  support  herself  all  this 
time,  so  that's  no  reason  !  Frank,  you've  got  to 
do  it ;  it's  the  only  thing  you  can  do  !  " 

"  No,  it's  not,"  he  said  rebelliously.  "  I  can 
put  this  wretched  letter  in  the  fire,  and  pretend  I 
never  received  it — thank  Heaven,  she  doesn't  know 
my  new  address — and  nobody  would  be  any  the 
wiser." 

"  If  you  do  that,"  said  Ruth,  with  great  decision, 
"  I'll  write  to  her  myself." 

He  declared  passionately — almost  with  tears — 
that  this  proved  how  little  she  "  cared,"  how 
anxious  she  was,  in  her  heart,  to  get  rid  of  him; 
and  who  could  wonder,  a  miserable  cripple  like  he  was ! 
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She  wanted  to  be  free,  of  course  ;  who  could  blame 
her? 

"  But  why  should  you  be  at  the  trouble  of  pre- 
tending it's  for  her  sake — why  not  tell  me  straight 
out  that  you're  simply  jumping  at  the  chance  to  see 
the  last  of  me  ?  " 

"  If  I  told  you  why,"  Ruth  said,  speaking  quite 
steadily,  though  her  face  was  drawn  and  white,  "  you 
wouldn't  believe  it.  I  don't  know  if  I  can  tell  you, 
either — it's  just  a  feeling,  not  a  thing  I  can  put  into 
words — but  she's  a  woman,  and  you're  a  man,  and 
I  can't  join  with  you  in  playing  a  shabby  trick  on 
her ;  that's  all." 

"  Oh,  rot !  "  he  said  brutally.  "  It  isn't  an 
abstract  question ;  it's  here  and  now.  You've 
never  seen  her ;  you  don't  know  what  she's  like. 
If  you  did,  you  wouldn't  talk  such  nonsense." 

"  What  she's  like  has  no.thing  to  do  with  it," 
said  Ruth  doggedly.  "  She's  a  woman.  Where 
would  we  women  be  if  we  didn't  all  stick  together  ?  " 

He  laughed,  a  little  bitter  contemptuous  laugh. 

"  Well,  upon  my  soul !  What  have  women  ever 
done  for  you  ?  Think  of  your  sisters,  and  Mrs.  Doyle, 
and  the  whole  gang  of  them  !  " 

"  Well,"  Ruth  said,  "  think  of  Uncle  George  and 
my  brother-in-law.  I'm  not  particularly  popular 
with  either  sex,  I'm  afraid,  as  a  matter  of  fact. 
Unflattering  to  my  vanity,  but  true." 

"  Well,"  he  said  quickly,  "  grant  that.  There's 
one  person  on  earth  who  has  tried  to  do  the  square 
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thing  by  you.  Have  I  no  claim  upon  you  to  be 
compared  to  hers  ?  " 

Ruth  made  an  effort  to  answer ;  but,  finding  that 
if  she  attempted  to  answer  she  would  inevitably 
begin  to  cry,  she  remained  silent.  He  followed  up 
his  advantage  : 

"  Besides,  if  you  want  to  be  fair  to  her,  you 
won't  help  me  to  deceive  her,  and  this  would  be 
deception,  goodness  knows  !  Do  you  suppose  for  one 
moment  she'd  come  back  to  me  if  she  knew  we'd 
been  together  all  this  time  ?  You  see  what  she 
believes  ;  well,  then,  let  her  believe  it !  It's  true — 
practically.  I  belong  to  you  now ;  you  belong  to  me." 

"  It's  a  question  of  contract,"  Ruth  repeated 
miserably.  "  You  said  you'd  stand  by  her ;  and 
you've  got  to  do  it." 

"  Did  she  stand  by  me  ?  For  better  or  worse, 
richer  or  poorer,  sickness  or  health  ?  Who's  done 
that  ?  Not  she — you  !  Do  you  suppose  it's  only 
the — the — the  other  business  that  makes  a  mar- 
riage ?  The  vulgarest  mistake  on  earth  !  " 

The  eternal  feminine  flashed  up  in  Ruth  at  this 
rough  touch  upon  things  sacred. 

"  Well,  good  heavens,  Frank,  where  would  you 
and  I  and  everybody  else  be,  if  it  wasn't  for  the 
'  other  business  '  ?  Splashing  mud  all  over  it — 
that's  a  vulgar  mistake,  if  you  like  !  " 

He  seemed  somewhat  taken  aback. 

"  WTell,  I  can't  help  it.  In  a  case  of  this  kind 
it  simply — doesn't  count.  You  think  she's  got 
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some  sort  of  claim  upon  me  which  you  haven't : 
it's  just  your  damned  conventionality  ;  you'd  bind 
me  for  life  to  a  woman  I  hated,  just  for  a  silly  obso- 
lete idea  which  every  sensible  person  nowadays 
acknowledges  to  be  sheer  nonsense.  It's  not  as  if 
it  had  been  selfishness,  or — or  anything  of  that  sort 
— upon  my  part ;  not  as  if  there  were  any  repara- 
tion to  make.  Why  should  you  want  to  punish 
me  now  just  because  I've  never  been  a  blackguard  ? 
I  suppose,"  he  added  bitterly,  "  that  if  I'd  been 
anything  that  some  people  think,  it  would  be 
different.  That's  all  the  thanks  I  get !  " 

Ruth  regarded  him  perplexedly.  Knowing  his 
extreme  sensitiveness  upon  the  subject,  she  could 
not  tell  him  that  this  anxiety  of  his  wife's  for  a 
reconciliation,  when  she  had  just  heard  of  his  acci- 
dent, and  probably  had  received  a  very  exaggerated 
account  of  his  injuries,  might  fairly  be  taken  as  a 
genuine  proof  of  her  love  for  him.  So  she  only 
repeated  : 

"  It's  the  contract,  Frank.  I  don't  say  for  one 
moment  it  ought  to  be  irrevocable ;  but,  until  you 
both  agree  that  it  shall  be  broken,  it  holds." 

He  looked  away,  biting  his  lip.  Then  he 
remarked  dryly  and  with  an  air  of  extreme 
detachment : 

"  Well,  Ruth,  I  must  say  I  do  think  you're  a 
queer  one  to  be  preaching  about  the  sacredness  of 
contracts  and  all  the  rest  of  it !  And  expecting 
me  to  take  you  seriously,  too  !  " 
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"  That  was  sport,"  Ruth  said  promptly.  "  We've 
a  right  to  enjoy  our  bit  of  sport.  It's  all  the  good 
people  have  left  us  to  enjoy ;  and  they  can  afford  it, 
and  it  does  'em  good  and  teaches  'em  a  lesson  for 
next  time.  This  isn't  sport :  this  is  business.  And 
she's  one  of  ourselves,  and  she  cAn't  afford  it — she 
can't  afford  to  be  hurt  and  disappointed  in  this 
way.  You  said  she  didn't  care,  and  so  /  didn't 
care ;  but  she  must  care,  or  she  never  would  write 
like  this." 

"  It's  only  a  trick,"  he  said  contemptuously. 
"  She  wants  to  put  me  in  the  wrong,  as  usual. 
Ruth,  I  can't  think  how  you  don't  see  it  as  I  do  ! 
It's  just  because  I  want  to  behave  decently  !  And 
leaving  you  now,  and  going  off  with  her,  I  should 

£        "}  » 

"  So  what  ?  " 

"  So  disgustingly — unfaithful,"  he  said  in  a  lower 
voice,  and  avoiding  her  eyes. 

"  Well,"  Ruth  remarked  quietly,  "  and  perhaps 
that's  how  I'd  feel,  stopping  on  here  after  she'd 
asked  to  come  back." 

"  How  you'd  feel !  Is  that  all  you  think  of  ? 
Ruth,  I  never  believed  you  could  be  so  selfish  ! 
You  don't  know  what  you're  doing  :  for  in  a  week 
or  two  I  shall  be  desperate,  and  I'll  get  my  freedom 
somehow.  I  can't  live  with  her  again ;  I  simply 
can't  do  it.  You  might  help  me,  and  you  won't. 
You  know  that  as  long  as  I'm  with  you,  I'm  per- 
fectly happy,  I  want  nothing  more;  but  when  I'm 


236          THE  SHELTERED   SEX 

with  her  I'm  wretched,  and  I  shall  be  again.  And 
you  know  it,  and  you  don't  care  !  " 

"  No,"  Ruth  said  bitterly.  "  I  don't  care.  Of 
course." 

He  looked  sharply  up  at  her,  with  a  sudden  ques- 
tioning. Then  all  his  indignation  broke  down. 

"Oh,  Ruth!"  he  cried,  piteously.  "Don't! 
Have  we  been  so — so  damned  honest  already,  that 
we  need  faddle  about  a  thing  like  this  now  ?  What 
have  we  to  lose  ?  You  know  what  people  say  ! 
Let's  simply  let  the  whole  beastly  muddle  slide,  and 
be  happy  !  " 

He  held  out  his  hands.  But  Ruth  shrank  back, 
and  turned  away,  though  for  a  strained  minute  she 
could  not  answer.  Then  she  said  : 

"  I — I'm  sorry.  I  know  you  think  I'm  an  awful 
brute,  but  oh,  if  we  got  it  this  way,  we'd  never  be 
happy  at  all !  It's  not  like  anything  else.  Don't 
think  I'm  moralizing,  I  don't  care  a  hang  for  morals, 
and  you  know  it — but  this  is  cheating,  nasty  back- 
stairs cheating,  and  the  very  worst  kind  !  If  I'd 
got  her  here  face  to  face — I'd — I'd  do  whatever  you 
liked  !  And  I'll  promise  you  one  thing.  I  want 
you  to  try  your  very  hardest  to  keep  things  straight 
this  time,  but  if  you  can't,  if  it  does  come  to  a  dead- 
lock again,  why,  then — 

"  You  never  will,"  he  said  wretchedly.  '  You 
never  will.  If  this  letter  goes,  we're  done.  I  think 
you're  absolutely  heartless." 

So  the  queer  quarrel  raged  for  nearly  an  hour, 


THE  SHELTERED   SEX         237 

and  at  the  end  of  it  Ruth  felt  torn  and  shaken  to 
the  very  fibres  of  her  soul.  He  had  never  appealed 
to  her  in  this  way  before  ;  always  they  had  been 
careful,  instinctively  and  studiously  careful,  to  keep 
their  intimacy  upon  a  casual,  cheerful  footing  of 
disrespectful  camaraderie.  Perhaps  he  might  have 
overcome  all  her  scruples,  if  he  had  guessed  where 
his  most  powerful  weapon  lay ;  but  after  the  first 
repulse  he  abandoned  it,  falling  back  upon  impas- 
sioned appeals  to  her  sense  of  justice,  her  logic  and 
cold  reason,  her  knowledge  of  the  world.  Very 
blunt  weapons  indeed !  Poor  fellow,  he  fought 
blindly  enough,  in  all  conscience ;  he  honestly 
believed  himself  to  be  struggling  only  for  a  quiet 
life  of  happy  friendship  and  good-fellowship,  whereas 
in  truth  he  was  stirred  by  something  very  different, 
something  which,  for  all  his  bitter  experience — 
because  of  it,  perhaps — he  had  never  thought  nor 
dreamt  of  as  a  present  possibility. 

And  in  the  end  Ruth  triumphed,  being  the 
stronger  on  this  level  ground  of  common  sense 
which  he  had  mistakenly  selected  for  their  strife, 
and  he  was  forced,  much  against  his  will,  to  sit 
down  at  the  table  and  take  pen  and  paper. 

"  And  now  what  the  devil  am  I  to  say  ?  "  he 
demanded  angrily. 

Ruth  considered  a  little.  She  had  been  so  tor- 
tured, she  was  still  so  numbed  and  sore  and  reck- 
lessly wretched,  that  it  was  a  toss-up  now  between 
a  show  of  hard,  flippant  callousness  to  carry  her 
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through  to  the  end,  or  a  sudden  collapse  into  help- 
less capitulation.  And  she  had  just  enough  strength 
left  to  choose  the  former. 

"  Say : '  My  dear  Lily, — I  am  very  sorry  that  such 
an  ugly  rumour  should  have  reached  you :  believe 
me,  there  is  not  a  word  of  truth  in  it.  I  have  had 
a  great  deal  of  trouble  since  you  left  me — have  been 
ill  and  very  poor ;  but  things  are  mending  now, 
and  throughout  it  all  I  have  remained  as  faithful 
to  you  as,  I  am  delighted  to  hear,  you  have  been 
to  me.  It  is  quite  true  that,  a  year  or  so  ago,  I  was 
pestered  with  the  most  unwelcome  attentions  of 
some  infatuated  little  fool  of  a  girl,  who — fell  in 
love  with  me,  I  suppose :  Heaven  knows,  I  did 
nothing  to  encourage  her ;  and  who,  when  I  refused 
to  have  anything  to  do  with  her,  revenged  herself 
by  endeavouring  to  blacken  my  character  with  a 
string  of  the  most  abominable  lies  about  me.  This,  I 
suppose,  accounts  for  the  story  you  heard ;  but — 

"I'm  damned  if  I  will !  "  roared  Jolivard,  and 
flung  his  pen  to  the  other  end  of  the  room. 

Ruth  went  and  picked  it  up. 

"  Very  well ;  say  : '  My  dear  Lily, — What  you  heard 
is  quite  true.  The  woman  is  still  here.  I  can't 
get  rid  of  her.  I  think,  if  you  came  back,  she  would 
go  away.  Please  come  back.'  How  would  that 
do?" 

"  It's  nothing  but  a  joke  to  you,  I  suppose,"  he 
remarked,  with  extreme  bitterness,  leaning  back 
in  his  chair  and  folding  his  arms.  "  You're  in  very 


THE  SHELTERED  SEX         239 

high  spirits — oh,  yes  ! — because  you  think  you're 
going  to  get  rid  of  me.  You'll  be  free  then.  Oh, 
it's  all  I  can  expect,  of  course  !  " 

It  was  a  terrible  morning  ! 

And  when  the  letter  had  been  written  and  dis- 
patched— Ruth  posted  it  herself — the  days  that 
followed  were  terrible,  too.  Jolivard  alternately 
raged  and  sulked  ;  more  than  once  he  hinted  pretty 
plainly  at  suicide,  and  might  even  have  carried  out 
his  threat  but  for  Ruth's  vivid  and  powerful  little 
sketch  of  the  probable  consequences  to  herself  when 
his  wife  arrived.  And  he  seemed  so  hurt  and 
bewildered  by  her  own  attitude,  that  a  dozen  times 
she  was  on  the  point  of  throwing  all  other  consider- 
ations to  the.  winds,  bolting  with  him,  and  leaving 
Mrs.  Jolivard  to  think  and  do  whatever  she  liked. 
And  why  she  did  not  yield  to  this  humane  impulse, 
she  could  not  have  told. 

When  mail  day  came,  bringing  no  reply  to  his 
letter,  he  exclaimed  triumphantly  : 

"  There  now,  you  see  !  " 

Then  the  devastating  idea  occurred  to  them  that 
his  wife  might  be  going  to  answer  it  in  person. 
This  produced  something  like  a  panic ;  Ruth  spent 
the  whole  of  one  morning  rushing  about  Hammer- 
smith in  search  of  suitable  lodgings  for  the  happy 
pair. 

"  For  you  can't  stop  here,  Frank,  that's  certain  ; 
even  if  I  were  in  Timbuctoo,  she'd  have  everything 
out  of  Mrs.  Mac  in  two  minutes.  You  oughtn't  to 
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be  in  this  neighbourhood  at  all,  by  rights  ;    but  you 
must  be  near  your  work,  I  suppose." 

"  I  don't  care  where  I  am,"  he  said  sullenly. 
"  What  does  it  matter  ?  " 

At  last  she  was  successful  in  her  quest,  and  came 
home  outwardly  triumphant,  though  there  was  a 
dreadful  blank  heaviness  at  her  heart. 

"  Two  very  nice  sunny  rooms,  Frank :  big  bed- 
room and  sitting-room ;  and  the  little  servant  will 
get  your  meals  and  do  anything  you  want,  for  the 
first  week  or  so,  at  any  rate." 

He  asked  gloomily  what  the  rent  was,  and  when 
she  told  him  : 

"  Good  heavens,  my  dear  girl !  I  can't  possibly 
afford  that  !  " 

"  You'll  have  to,  just  at  first ;  you  must  have 
everything  as  nice  as  possible  for  her  when  she 
comes  ;  it's  only  decent." 

"  I  wish  she'd  come  to-night !  "  he  said  mutin- 
ously. "  When  we're  having  supper  !  That  would 
settle  the  business  !  " 

Mrs.  Macdonald  expressed  great  regret  at  losing 
her  second  lodger. 

"  Such  a  nice  laddie,  too  ;  aye,  it's  sma'  use 
gettin'  fond  o'  onything  in  this  world  !  " 

They  told  her  that  he  was  going  to  live  with  a 
friend,  who  had  been  abroad,  and  who  was  expected 
home  at  a  very  early  date.  But  Mrs.  Macdonald 
seemed  very  much  puzzled  by  the  whole  business. 
Ruth  would  have  given  a  great  deal  to  know  what 
her  private  thoughts  were. 
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She  went  round  herself,  next  morning,  to  instal 
the  unwilling  and  unhappy  victim  of  Honour  and 
Propriety  in  his  new  quarters.  He  refused  to  be 
pleased  with  anything,  and  his  air  of  utter  dejec- 
tion and  hopelessness  was  pitiful  to  see.  He  was 
no  longer  actively  rebellious :  he  had  relapsed  into 
a  settled  and  profound  melancholy ;  and  Ruth 
felt  a  little  as  if  she  had  struck  him  carelessly,  and 
seen  him  fall  and  lie  still  and  lifeless  at  her  feet. 

A  fresh  letter  from  Mrs.  Jolivard  did  something 
to  revive  her  flagging  courage,  for  that  lady  wrote 
expressing  raptures  of  relief  and  joy.  She  had 
been  unexpectedly  delayed,  it  seemed,  but  was 
coming  by  the  very  next  boat — was,  in  fact,  even 
then  upon  her  way,  the  letter  being  written  from 
New  York.  Jolivard  only  roused  himself  to  make 
one  comment : 

"  Wish  she'd  meet  Jimmy  !  " 

Ruth  spent  all  her  spare  time  with  him  for  the 
next  three  days,  struggling  to  keep  him  up  to  the 
requisite  pitch  of  dutiful  resolution.  And  at  the 
last,  torn  by  conflicting  anxieties,  and  with  her 
nerves  fairly  in  rags,  she  almost  broke  down ;  and 
suddenly  found  Jolivard's  arm  about  her  shoulders, 
and  heard  him  saying : 

"  Oh,  my  dear  girl,  I  do  hate  it  all  so — and  so 
do  you  !  Why  need  we  bother  ?  " 

This  had  an  immediately  restorative  effect. 

"  We've  got  to  go  through  with  it  now,  Frank. 
No,  I  don't  know  why — we've  just  got  to  !  " 
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"  Then,  look  here,"  he  said,  with  sudden  new 
decision,  "  I  will  try  and  pull  it  off  with  her  this 
time — upon  my  soul  I  will — to  please  you.  I 
promise  !  Only  if  I  could  see  you  sometimes,  it 
wouldn't  be  so  hard  !  " 

"Well,"  Ruth  said,  relenting  a  little,  "that 
might  be  managed,  too.  But  it  would  be  a  fearful 
risk — we'd  have  to  wait  a  very  long  time,  till  things 
have  quite  settled  down." 

"I'll  miss  you  so  !  "  he  said  piteously. 

"  Well,  and  perhaps  I'll  miss  you,  too,"  she 
admitted. 

And  then,  for  the  first  time,  they  kissed  each 
other,  in  a  very  awkward  and  embarrassed  fashion, 
looking  desperately  uncomfortable  after  it  was 
done.  And  next  morning  they  heard  that  the  boat 
was  at  Queenstown,  and  Ruth  said  she  must  come 
no  more. 


CHAPTER   XVII 


'  To  be  lying  alone,  and  no  conversable  person  in 
it,  would  be  the  abomination  of  misery  !  " 

"  The  Workhouse  Ward,"  LADY  GREGORY 

AND  now  Ruth  must  return  to  her  solitary 
room,  and  it  was  very  solitary.  Beneath 
the  surface  of  her  life  there  lay  a  dull, 
repressed  aching,  flashing  up  hotly  now  and  then 
like  pain  returning  through  the  dregs  of  an  anaesthe- 
tic ;  but  as  yet  she  would  not  let  herself  see  it 
for  what  it  really  was.  She  was  not  jealous  of 
Mrs.  Jolivard,  or  so  she  believed,  in  the  ordinary 
vulgar  sense  of  the  term — her  feeling  for  him  was 
still  too  maternal  for  that — but  she  was  cursed 
with  enough  hard,  cynical  common  sense  to  perceive 
that  he,  being  after  all  a  man  and  very  human, 
might  soon  find  ample  compensation  for  the  loss 
of  her  society  in  the  company  of  a  robustly  pretty 
woman,  who,  it  seemed,  had  quite  enough  honest, 
genuine  affection  for  him  to  fly  from  across  the  world 
at  his  bidding. 

She  couldn't  help  feeling  that  he  had  been  a  little 
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hard  upon  poor  Lily ;  yet  down  at  the  bottom  of 
her  heart  was  the  bitter  consciousness  that  he 
might,  perhaps,  get  on  better  with  poor  Lily  now, 
thanks  to  what  she  herself  had  unwittingly  taught 
him  during  the  last  eighteen  months.  He  had  been 
shy,  and  awkward,  and  fastidious,  and  very  young, 
and  unaccustomed  to  female  society ;  and  now 
he  was  not  so  young,  and  not  so  shy,  and  perhaps 
not  quite  so  fastidious,  and  very  thoroughly  accus- 
tomed to  female  society ! 

Mrs.  Jolivard  was  to  arrive  on  Saturday  or  on 
Sunday  ;  and  Ruth  found  it  extraordinarily  difficult 
to  contemplate  her  own  existence  during  those 
two  days :  they  loomed  disproportionate  and 
appalling,  a  dreadful  ordeal  of  empty  meditation. 
When  Monday  came,  she  told  herself,  she  would  be 
all  right  again ;  it  would  all  be  over  then ;  she 
could  go  about  her  work  cheerfully  as  usual ;  she 
would  soon  be  quite  content  to  remember  how  the 
tangled  business  had  straightened  itself  out  at  last 
in  such  an  eminently  natural  and  proper  way. 
But  immediately  before  her  lay  those  ghastly  four- 
and- twenty  hours,  when  she  could  not  think  and 
dared  not  think,  and  yet  must  think  so  vividly  and 
mercilessly  all  the  time.  And  presently  she  must 
think,  too,  of  what  the  future  might  have  been, 
had  Mrs.  Jolivard  not  been  so  eagerly  ready  to 
forget  and  forgive. 

And  now  will  rise  up  that  little  crowd  of  clamorous 
pseudo-scientists,  with  a  slight  contemptuous  smile 
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at  our  vast  ignorance,  to  explain  that  this  new  re- 
gretful longing  of  hers  was  no  hunger  of  the  soul, 
but  of  the  body :  that  she  was  that  most  pitiful 
of  creatures,  a  thwarted,  unsatisfied,  "  unfulfilled  " 
female.  And,  so  closely  intertwined  are  the  things 
of  the  flesh  with  the  things  of  the  spirit,  that  we 
cannot  flatly  give  them  the  lie ;  and  must  content 
ourselves  with  calling  their  attention  to  the  fact  that, 
whilst  starvation  of  any  kind — above  all,  starvation 
of  that  unpopular  prosaic  digestive  organ,  whose 
existence  they  are  so  anxious  to  overlook — leads 
inevitably  to  starvation  of  the  higher  senses,  yet 
spiritual  isolation  and  the  rude  rebuffs  of  a  rude  world 
awaken  many  a  normal  human  being  to  its  first 
perception  of  purely  physical  needs.  Man  does  not 
live  by  bread  alone,  but  by  "  bread  and  roses  " ; 
and  when  all  the  roses  are  denied  him,  his  thoughts 
turn  instinctively  towards  a  double  share  of 
bread. 

As  yet,  however,  Ruth  was  quite  unconscious 
of  this  interpretation  of  her  wretchedness,  although 
she  was  very  soon  driven  irresistibly  to  the  conclu- 
sion that  she  had  been  a  fool  for  her  pains :  that 
her  virtue  was  not  its  own  reward,  but  its  own 
punishment ;  and  that,  if  ever  she  had  a  second 
chance,  she  would  know  better  what  to  do. 

It  was  amazing,  too,  how  much  harder  the  small 
inevitable  discomforts  and  privations  of  her  daily 
life  were  to  bear,  now  that  there  was  no  congenial 
companion  to  share  them.  Her  tastes  were  not 
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extravagant ;  and  the  innumerable  tiny  trials  and 
restrictions  of  a  restricted  income  were  less  acutely 
distasteful  to  her  than  to  many  young  women. 
Still,  that  first  fine  careless  rapture  of  independence, 
when  even  to  black  one's  own  boots  was  an  exquisite 
joke,  had  had  plenty  of  time  to  fade,  though  she 
would  have  been  perfectly  content  to  go  on  blacking 
one  of  her  own  boots  every  morning  indefinitely,  if 
Jolivard  had  been  beside  her  as  usual  to  black  the 
other. 

She  had  learnt,  from  simple  practical  observation 
and  hearsay,  since  the  days  of  The  Crescent,  that 
although  Vice  may  include  vicious  luxury  in  one  case 
out  of  ten,  in  the  other  nine  it  tends  pretty  strongly 
in  the  opposite  direction.  And  she  knew  that  from 
a  pecuniary  point  of  view,  she  would  be  no  better 
off  with  Jolivard  than  without  him — if  anything, 
the  balance  now  would  be  all  in  her  favour.  But  if 
dishonour  does  not  commonly  offer  much  choice 
between  golden  guineas  and  halfpence,  silk  and 
flannelette,  champagne  and  cocoa  essence,  it  does 
at  last  offer,  as  it  had  offered  her,  the  choice  between 
companionship  and  aching  solitude  ;  between  some 
sort  of  mutual  sympathy  and  chill  forbidding 
loneliness ;  between  conversation,  however  offen- 
sive to  the  ears  of  propriety,  and  mocking  ironic 
silence  ;  between  feverish  waves  of  emotion  ending, 
perchance,  dramatically  in  the  river,  and  dreary 
melancholic  monotony  ending  in  the  workhouse 
infirmary. 
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And  the  natural  craving  which  the  unmarried 
clergyman's  daughter  seeks  to  allay  by  attentions 
to  the  elderly  lapdog  and  the  young  curate,  and 
which  her  vulgar  namesake  of  the  pavement  stifles 
by  activities  of  a  different  kind,  is  perhaps  after  all 
a  more  human,  and  less  animal,  thing  than  the 
pseudo- scientists  would  have  us  believe  ! 

Ruth  never  seemed  to  have  realized  before  how 
close  the  recent  intimacy  had  been — how  Jolivard 
had  grown  to  be  a  part  of  her  own  life,  and  how 
her  friendship  with  him  had  held  her  aloof  from 
other  friendships.  Indeed,  other  friendships  had 
hardly  been  possible  under  such  delicate  circum- 
stances, so  difficult  to  explain  to  the  ribald  general 
public.  The  Camden  Town  acquaintances  had 
prudently  refrained  from  throwing  stones  ;  Stanley 
had  been  cheerfully  indifferent ;  Mrs.  Macdonald 
was  either  amazingly  innocent,  or  amazingly  toler- 
ant. But  there  was  no  one  else. 

The  two  young  ladies  who  shared  her  duties  at 
the  picture  theatre  regarded  her  with  some  suspicion: 
she  was  a  "  queer  lookin'  creature,"  who  never  had 
much  to  say,  and  never  joined  in  their  perpetual 
gossip  about  their  "  fellers."  They  suspected  her 
of  being  "  stuck  up  " — a  fatal  defect.  At  one  time, 
to  be  sure,  during  the  period  of  Stanley's  nightly 
escort,  it  seemed  as  if  she  had  acquired  a  "  feller  " 
herself,  though  rather  a  young  one  ;  but  then  he 
came  no  more,  and  it  was  decided  that  "she  an' 
her  feller  must  'ave  fell  out." 
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However,  upon  this  very  Saturday  night,  came 
one  young  lady  to  the  other  with  a  great  piece  of 
news  :  for  there  had  been  "  Ever  such  a  swell  feller, 
sittin'  starin'  at  Miss  Charlton  all  the  evenin' ;  never 
took  no  programme  nor  nothink  ;  and  not  a  picture 
'as  he  seen,  I'll  be  bound;  an'  now  she's  picked 
up  with  'im  outside,  an'  they've  gone  off  together  !  " 

"  My  word  !  "  said  the  other  young  lady ;  and 
they  both  giggled  explosively. 

And  outside,  in  the  crowded  busy  street,  Ruth  was 
walking  homewards  at  a  great  pace,  and  saying  : 
"  Really  ?  Is  that  so,  Mr.  Bryant  ?  Oh,  indeed  !  " 
to  his  long  and  elaborate  explanation  of  how  he  had 
been  thinking  of  her  and  longing  to  see  her,  ever 
since  their  last  meeting ;  how  he  had  haunted 
Camden  Town  persistently,  but  haunted  it  in  vain — 
Ruth  bit  her  lips  very  hard  at  this,  but  did  not 
answer — how  delighted  he  had  been  to  recognize 
her  at  a  distance  in  the  street  that  evening  ;  how 
he  had  followed  her  at  once  to  the  picture  theatre, 
and  sat  patiently  through  the  whole  performance  on 
the  chance  of  a  few  words  at  the  end  of  it. 

"  We  used  to  be  such  good  friends  once,  Miss 
Charlton,"  he  added.  "  Don't  you  think  we  might 
be  friends  again  ?  " 

Ruth  walked  a  little  faster. 

"  Well,  I've  not  much  time  for  friends  just  now, 
Mr.  Bryant,  and  that's  a  fact.  The  old  rink's  done 
for — I  suppose  you  know  ?  " 

"  Yes,  indeed  ;    I  was  so  sorry  about  it.     I  had 
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been  looking  forward  to  another  season  with  you. 
It  came  as  a  terrible  disappointment  to  me,  I  can 
tell  you."  They  had  turned  now  into  the  quieter 
side-streets  leading  to  Ruth's  lodgings,  and  he 
kept  close  at  her  side.  "  Why  haye  you  no  time 
for  friends  now,  Miss  Charlton  ?  "  he  inquired 
tenderly. 

"  Well,  I'm  at  that  place  all  the  afternoon  and 
evening,  you  see ;  and  in  the  mornings  I  have  my 
own  affairs  to  attend  to.  Sorry  !  " 

"  How  awfully  hard  upon  you  !  "  he  exclaimed, 
with  strong  indignation.  "  It  does  make  me  feel  so 
infernally  mean,  when  I  think  what  an  easy  life  / 
have.  I'm  sure  women  often  have  a  terrible  time, 
don't  they  ?  " 

"So  do  a  lot  of  men,"  said  Ruth  uncompromis- 
ingly. 

"  But  it's  so  much  worse  for  a  woman,  isn't 
it  ?  Don't  think  I'm  impertinent,  Miss  Charlton  ; 
you  know  I'm — interested  in  you,  don't  you  ? 
And  I  can't  help  feeling  that  you  must  have  had 
some  trouble  since  I  saw  you  last !  "  His  voice 
was  full  of  chivalrous  concern.  "  Are  you  alone 
now  ?  "  he  inquired  delicately,  after  a  short  pause. 

"  What  ?  Oh,  yet,  I'm  alone  just  now,  as  it 
happens.  My  brother  was  with  me  for  a  while ; 
but  he's  gone  to  Australia." 

"  But  I  thought "  Bryant  began  impulsively, 

hesitated,    and    then    completed    the    sentence — 
"  you  said  that  wasn't  your  brother  ?  " 
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"  When  did  I  say  that  ?  Oh,  I  remember ;  no, 
that  wasn't  my  brother." 

"  Then  where  is  he  ?  "  demanded  Bryant,  almost 
as  if  the  words  were  dragged  from  him  by  force. 

The  old  insane,  defiant  spirit  of  relishing  mischief 
began  to  stir  in  Ruth ;  moreover,  she  was  nearly 
worn  out  by  her  recent  experiences,  and  sheer 
nervous  exhaustion  made  her  reckless. 

"  Which  one  ?  "  she  inquired  brutally. 

For  one  brief  second  he  halted  as  if  she  had 
struck  him,  then  quickly  recovered  himself,  and 
drew  a  long  breath  that  was  pure  admiration. 

"  I  don't  know,"  he  said  shyly.     "  All  of  them  !  " 

"  Oh,  they're  otherwise  occupied,"  Ruth  replied 
pleasantly.  They  had  arrived  now  at  her  destina- 
tion. The  house  was  all  in  darkness,  for  Mrs.  Mac- 
donald  retired — and  rose — very  early,  and  Ruth 
had  a  latch-key.  She  stopped  abruptly  before  the 
little  iron  gate.  "  I  live  here,  Mr.  Bryant,  so  I'm 
afraid  I  must  say  good  night." 

She  held  out  her  hand  ;  and  he  took  it  and  retained 
it  in  his  own.  "  And  am  I  to  lose  you  like  this  ? 
Why  are  you  so  hard  on  me,  Miss  Charlton  ?  Don't 
you  like  me  ?  " 

But  Ruth  withdrew  her  hand  swiftly,  and  put  both 
hands  in  her  coat  pockets. 

"  Well,  I  do  think  you're  very  silly  to  come  fooling 
about  after  me  this  way,  I  must  say,  wasting  your 
time  and  your  money  !  It  was  different  before : 
you  got  your  lessons,  and  I  got  the  commission  on 
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them  ;  but  now  we've  neither  of  us  anything  to 
gain  by  it,  as  you  know  very  well." 

"  Why  not  ?  "  he  demanded.  And  as  she  did 
not  answer,  he  went  on  quickly,  standing  before 
her  and  speaking  in  a  low,  hurried  voice,  "  Miss 
Charlton,  I've  been  thinking  of  you  all  these  months. 
I — I  can't  suppose  you  don't  know  something  of 
what  I  feel — what  I've  always  felt — about  you. 
And  I  hoped,  before,  that  you  might  be  willing 
to  be  friends  with  me — I've  not  got  many  friends. 
Do  you  really  mean  that  you  only  cared  for  the 
commission  on  my  lessons  ?  " 

Ruth,  her  back  against  the  gate,  faced  him 
squarely,  and  slightly  shook  her  head. 

"  It's  no  use,  Mr.  Bryant.  I'm  very  grateful 
for  your — interest,  and  all  the  rest  of  it ;  but  it 
ends  at  that.  There's  a  great  gulf  fixed  between 
your  world  and  mine ;  so  you  stay  over  on 
your  own  side,  safe  and  happy,  and  leave  me 
alone." 

"  And  do  you  suppose  I  don't  know  all  about 
that  ?  "  he  exclaimed,  with  sudden  ringing  energy. 
"  Of  course  I  know  !  And  I'll  tell  you  something 
more,  I  admire  you  for  it !  I  admire  you  for 
following  your  own  destiny,  and  despising  foolish 
cramping  conventions.  I  know  I  can  speak  frankly 
to  you  :  you're  not  like  any  other  woman  ;  and  it's 
sober  truth  that  the  thought  of  you  has  filled  my 
life  for  the  last  half-year.  And  if  you  slip  away 
from  me  again  now,  I — don't  know  what  I'll  do  : 
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go  straight  to  the  devil,  I  think.    Oh,  surely  you 
can  understand  !  " 

He  broke  off  abruptly,  and  turned  half  away  from 
her,  nervously  pulling  little  twigs  from  Mrs.  Mac- 
donald's  privet  hedge,  and  strewing  them  on  the 
pavement.  Ruth  regarded  him  with  a  kind  of 
wondering  pity. 

"  Well,"  she  said  at  length,  "  I  think  I  do  under- 
stand !  " 

"  I  knew  you  would  !  "  he  exclaimed  triumphantly. 
"  You  always  understand  me !  Not  like  those 
fools  I  meet  in  people's  houses,  they  never  understand 
a  thing — and  always  trying  to  be  so  clever.  You're 
so  different !  Oh,  I  know  I  put  it  very  badly— 
I  can't  say  half  I  mean — but  I'm  in  your  hands  now. 
And  you  mustn't  think  I've  ever  been  a  bad  sort 
of  fellow,  you  know,"  he  added  ingenuously.  "  I 
never  have,  indeed.  This  is  the  first  time  !  " 

"  Yes,"  Ruth  said,  smiling  a  little  despite  herself, 
"  I'm  quite  sure  of  that !  " 

"  I  expect  you  think  I'm  an  awful  fool,  don't 
you  ?  "  he  said  shyly.  "  I've  had  such  a  wretched 
cooped-up  life,  you  know ;  you'd  soon  find  that 
out,  if  I  didn't  tell  you.  I  couldn't  get  on  with  you 
a  bit  before,  however  hard  I  tried ;  I  couldn't 
have  done  it  now,  if  you  hadn't  helped  me  !  " 

"  Oh,  you're  doing  very  well,"  Ruth  remarked. 

But  in  her  heart  she  was  rejoicing  greatly  over  this 
young  man :  partly  from  her  natural  irrepressible 
naughtiness,  but  chiefly  because  this  absorbing 
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little  adventure  was  filling  her  thoughts  and  numb- 
ing the  helpless  pain  of  those  dark  hours  which  she 
had  dreaded  so.  She  was,  in  fact,  taking  poor 
Bryant  as  a  drug  ;  and  drugs,  as  we  all  know,  are 
dangerous  things  to  play  with,  and  apt  to  provoke 
unexpected  results. 

"  And  you  won't  be  hard  on  me,  will  you  ?  "  he 
asked  with  anxious  humility. 

And  now  he  was  groping  for  her  hand  again, 
and  Ruth,  Heaven  forgive  her,  let  him  have  it. 

But  at  his  impulsive  grasp,  some  scandalized 
sense  of  what  she  was  doing  returned  to  her.  She 
felt — it  was  the  only  clear  thing  she  could  feel — that 
she  must  at  least  have  a  few  hours  hi  which  to 
collect  her  thoughts  before  taking  any  irrevocable 
step. 

"  Look  here,  Mr.  Bryant,"  she  said  hurriedly, 
"  suppose  you  come  round  to-morrow  afternoon — 
as  early  as  you  like,  I'll  be  at  home  all  day — and 
we'll  have  a  good  talk  ?  There  are  quite  a  lot  of 
things  I  want  to  say  to  you.  Or  have  you  anything 
else  to  do  ?  " 

"  Of  course  I'll  come  !  "  he  replied  hardly  above  a 
whisper. 

He  seemed  almost  awestricken  at  this  sudden 
triumph.  This  was  Adventure  indeed !  This  was 
the  culmination  of  all  those  restless  longings  and 
vague  aspirations  which  had  troubled  the  serene 
surface  of  his  little  life  for  the  past  few  years. 
And  so  easy  at  the  last,  after  all !  Oh,  cultured 
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Kensington,  with  Passion  and  Romance  tamed  and 
tidily  enclosed  in  little  edged  frames,  or  little  gilt- 
edged  volumes  !  Oh,  long  placid  vista  of  future 
respectability,  awful  to  contemplate  !  Oh,  lifelong 
worship  at  the  shrine  of  that  exacting  fetish,  Good 
Form  !  Oh,  youth,  youth,  youth,  trapped  unawares 
into  an  elderly  gentleman's  elderly  life,  and  piously 
expected  to  be  content  therein  ! 

And  the  night  wind  was  blowing  on  him,  and  the 
stars  were  shining  on  him ;  and  here  before  him 
was  this  tall,  shabby,  most  disreputable  young 
woman — not  bad  looking,  too,  in  a  raffish  sort  of 
way — who  had  occupied  his  inmost  thoughts  for  so 
long,  smiling  up  at  him,  merry  and  unafraid  !  And 
it  was  the  spring  o'  the  year  ! 

"  Must  I  go  now  ?  "  he  stammered,  hardly  know- 
ing what  he  said. 

"I'm  afraid  so,  till  to-morrow,"  Ruth  replied 
simply. 

Before  she  could  realize  his  intention,  he  had 
caught  her  to  him  in  a  swift,  passionate  embrace. 
He  kissed  her  fiercely,  fervently — it  was  as  different 
as  possible  from  Jolivard's  embarrassed  little  peck  !— 
— she  felt  that  he  was  shaken  from  head  to  foot. 
And  then,  without  a  word,  he  released  her  and 
was  gone,  striding  away  at  a  great  pace  under  the 
stars,  and  fondly  believing  himself  to  be  the  boldest 
and  mightiest  adventurer  the  night  beheld. 

Ruth  went  straight  indoors,  and  upstairs  to  her 
room,  which  was  as  bare  as  it  had  been  in  the  old 
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days  at  Camden  Town,  and  much  shabbier,  the 
meagre  furniture  having  undergone  hard  wear. 
It  was  in  darkness  ;  and  she  sat  still  in  the  darkness 
a  little  while,  to  recover  herself.  But  when  she 
came  to  light  the  gas,  she  was  surprised  to  find  how 
her  hands  were  trembling. 


CHAPTER   XVIII 


"  Oh,  we're  not  all  alike,  us  women  aren't.    Some 
are  made  one  way,  some  another." 

"  The  Wild  Duck." 

NEXT  day  was  warm  and  sunny,  and  there 
were  little  crumpled  green  leaves  un- 
folding themselves  upon  the  sooty 
branches  of  the  London  trees ;  and  the  blackbirds 
whistled  gaily  in  the  London  gardens.  Bryant 
never  saw  the  exceedingly  prosaic  streets  of  Ham- 
mersmith as  he  went  striding  through  them  to  his 
love — they  were  all  irradiated  by  the  light  that 
never  shone  on  sea  or  land.  Time  had  ceased  to 
exist  for  him  ;  he  told  himself  that  he  was  "  primi- 
tive " — an  unconscious  echo  from  a  recent  novel 
he  had  been  reading — and  that  the  mean,  flat- 
fronted  little  lodging-house  might  have  been  "  a 
grove  of  palm-trees." 

He  had  risen  unusually  early,   after  a  restless 
night ;   had  wandered  about  the  house  and  garden 
all  the  morning,  in  a  state  of  absurd  exaltation 
257  R 
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and  excitement ;  yet  secretly  pleased,  too,  to  find 
that  he  felt  so  exactly  as  he  ought  to  feel  under 
the  circumstances  !  And  he  had  been  particularly 
nice  and  agreeable  to  his  mother  and  sisters : 
indeed,  one  might  have  fancied  a  touch  of  tender, 
deprecating  apology  in  his  manner  towards  them. 
He  would  really  be  excessively  sorry  to  distress 
them,  but 

Ruth  herself  opened  the  door  to  him.  She  was 
rather  pale,  and  there  were  dark  shadows  under 
her  eyes  for  lack  of  sleep ;  but  she  appeared  quite 
composed,  and  pleased  totsee  him.  He  greeted 
her  with  a  breathless,  shy  eagerness ;  and  she 
took  him  straight  upstairs  to  her  bare,  poorly 
furnished  little  room,  with  some  slight  casual  apology 
for  its  bareness  and  poverty.  But  she  did  not 
tell  him  that  Mrs.  Macdonald  was  not  at  home  : 
though  Mrs.  Macdonald,  once  satisfied  that  her 
lodgers  could  be  trusted,  was  in  the  habit  of  spending 
every  Sunday  afternoon  with  the  married  daughter 
at  Acton. 

Two  chairs  were  placed  invitingly  near  the 
window,  which  stood  wide  open,  with  the  blind 
drawn  up  to  the  top,  letting  in  the  sunshine  and 
fresh  air  and  the  noises  from  the  street.  And 
Bryant  had  a  fleeting,  momentary,  quite  absurd 
impression  of  a  dentist's.  All  at  once  and  inex- 
plicably his  ardour  cooled  ;  he  struggled  to  recall 
it,  but  in  vain.  The  sense  of  time  returned  to 
him ;  and  l.o,  it  was  that  deadliest  hour  of  British 
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respectability,  three  o'clock  on  a  Sunday  afternoon  ! 

"  Sit  down,  won't  you  ?  "  Ruth  said  pleasantly. 

He  did    so,   suddenly  tongue-tied  and  abashed. 

And  she  sat  opposite,  regarding  him  with  a 
kindly  and  sympathetic  interest.  And  in  her  own 
heart  she  was  wondering  :  "  Can  I  do  it  ?  Can  I 
do  it  ?  Can  I  keep  it  up  ?  " 

"  Now,  Mr.  Bryant,"  she  began,  coming  straight 
to  the  point  in  a  calm  and  business-like  fashion, 
"I've  asked  you  here  to-day  because  I  want  to 
have  a  little  talk  with  you — I  want  to  find  out 
exactly  what  the  position  is,  and  how  we  stand, 
before  going  any  farther.  Do  you  see  ?  " 

"  Certainly  ;    oh,  yes,  certainly, "  he  said  hastily. 

But  he  was  confused  and  uncomfortable — this 
was  not  at  all  what  he  had  expected  !  And,  what 
was  worse,  he  was  still  so  painfully  innocent  that 
he  did  not  know  whether  to  consider  himself  repelled 
or  encouraged. 

"  As  I  understand  it,"  Ruth  continued,  reaching 
for  her  cigarette-case  which  lay  upon  the  window- 
sill,  "  you  feel  a  sort  of  an  attraction  for  me,  to 
which,  if  I  may  judge  from  your  behaviour  last 
night,  you  are  disposed  to  yield — will  you  smoke  ?  " 

"I— eh?     What?— Oh,  no,  thanks." 

"  Don't  mind  if  I  do,  do  you  ?  " 

"  If — Oh,  I'm  sorry,  I  didn't  understand.  Yes, 
I  will  then,  please." 

So  Ruth  gave  him  a  cigarette,  and  took  one 
herself ;  and  the  smoke  seemed  to  rise  up  and  form 
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a  tangible  barrier  between  them — which  was  just 
what  she  had  intended  it  to  do. 

"  Well,  Mr.  Bryant,  that's  all  very  nice  and 
flattering.  I'm  very  grateful ;  but,  all  the  same, 
I  don't  want  you  to  be  under  any  misapprehension — 
of  any  kind.  And  you  remember  what  I  told  you 
last  night,  about  the  great  gulf  fixed  between  your 
world  and  mine  ?  " 

This  was  familiar  ground.  Challenged  like  this, 
he  answered  promptly,  and  perhaps  more  directly 
than  he  would  otherwise  have  done  : 

"  And  I  told  you  I  didn't  care,  and  I  don't  care. 
I'm  sick  of  all  the  beastly  priggish  cant  and  hypo- 
crisy of  so-called  respectability — I  know  you're 
the  straightest,  bravest  woman  I've  ever  met ;  and 
that's  all  I  want  to  know.  If  you've  crossed  the 
gulf,  I'll  follow." 

Ruth  leant  back  in  her  chair,  smoking  thought- 
fully, and  watching  him  through  the  smoke. 

"  Would  you,  though  ?  I  wonder !  You  see, 
it's  not  only  a  matter  of  '  so-called  respectability  ' 
— there  are  other  things,  besides.  And  I've  a 
notion,  somehow,  that  you'd  still  be  trying  to  make 
the  best  of  both  worlds ;  and  that  can't  be  done. 
Can't— be— done  !  " 

"  I  don't  know  what  you  mean  !  "  he  exclaimed 
indignantly.  "  Why,  do  you  suppose  I'm  the  man 
to  care  for  a  breath  of  silly  scandal  ?  I  know 
what  I'm  doing  well  enough  :  all  these  months  I've 
been  thinking  about  you.  And  when  I  thought 
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I'd  lost  you,  I  knew  what  a  miserable  fool  I'd  been 
to  hang  back  and  not  speak  before.  And  sooner 
than  lose  you  again,  I'd  be  prepared  to  risk  any 
amount  of- — of  social  ostracism  and  so  forth.  It 
shan't  be  all  on  one  side,  never  fejar  :  I'm  not  that 
sort  of  cad.  I  don't  know,  and  don't  ask,  how 
it  is  you've  been  left  to  fight  for  yourself  like  this ; 
but  it  shan't  happen  again — there'll  be  an  end  of 
all  this  poverty  and  struggling.  I've  got  a  decent 
income,  you  know,  and  no  other  claims  upon  it ' 

He  broke  off  abruptly,  and  looked  full  at  her 
for  the  first  time,  with  a  queer,  half -pathetic  appeal 
in  his  eyes.  Already  he  was  keenly  aware  that 
this  interview  was  not  taking  the  turn  he  had 
anticipated ;  and  last  night  it  had  all  seemed  so 
easy — last  night  she  had  been  so  kind.  And  it 
would  all  be  so  easy  again,  if  only  she  would  con- 
tinue to  be  kind.  Moreover,  he  shrank  from  the 
economic  aspect  of  such  a  case,  in  all  its  brutal 
plainness  ;  he  couldn't  believe  the  girl  was  mer- 
cenary— he  couldn't  believe  she  didn't  really 
"  care  for  him,"  but  only  for  what  profit  he  might 
bring  her.  But,  poor  thing,  no  doubt  she  had 
learnt  by  hard  experience  to  consider  the  economic 
aspect  first ! 

"  You  know,  Miss  Charlton,"  he  added  rather 
weakly,  "  I  want  to  take  care  of  you  :  I  want  you 
to  think  of  me  as  a  real  friend.  I  shan't  be  ashamed 
of  you,  never  fear  ;  I  don't  intend  to  keep  up  any — 
pretence  about  it  at  all." 
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"  Then  does  your  mother "  Ruth  began  ;  and 

checked  herself,  with  a  profound  sense  of  escape, 
on  the  very  verge  of  an  unpardonable — though 
quite  unintentional — flippancy.  "  Do  your  people 
know  you've  come  to  see  me  this  afternoon  ?  "  she 
amended  it. 

But  he  answered  with  perfect  candour. 

"  Well,  no.  You  see,  nothing  was  actually 
settled — I'd  no  right  to  say  anything  without 
consulting  you  first.  Miss  Charlton,  please  don't 
keep  me  in  suspense ;  it's  rather  cruel,  I  think." 

There  was  a  note  of  abject  pleading  in  his  voice  ; 
he  did  not  look  in  the  least  like  the  primitive  virile 
male  of  his  own  self-confident  fancy.  And  all  the 
time  at  the  back  of  his  mind  was  that  old  harassing 
suspicion  that  he  was  really  a  hopeless  greenhorn, 
and  was  making  a  perfect  exhibition  of  himself ; 
and  that  she  knew  it  and  was  laughing  in  her  sleeve 
at  him,  and  deliberately  drawing  him  on  to  see 
what  idiotic  blunder  he  might  commit  next  ! 

But  when  Ruth  spoke  again  her  voice  was  very 
gentle. 

"  Why,  now,  just  look  at  the  difference  between 
us  already  !  You're  shocked  at  the  idea  of  my 
standing  on  my  own  feet,  instead  of  hanging  on  to 
somebody  else's  coat  tails ;  you  want  to  put  an 
end  to  it — and  very  nice,  of  course,  very  kind  of 
you — but  you  can't  see  and  won't  see  that 
that's  the  only  way  you  could  drag  me  straight 
down  to  the  gutter  !  " 
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He  looked  puzzled  for  a  moment ;  then  ex- 
claimed, with  a  sudden  new  eagerness : 

"  But  surely  you  don't  mean — though  it  would 
be  just  like  you — that  if  there  were  no  question  of 
money  ?  I  hate  the  idea,  too  ;  but  then,  what  am 
I  to  do  ?  I'd  feel  such  an  utter  brute  !  Do  you 
mean  that  ?  " 

Ruth  did  not  reply  at  once.  The  struggle  within 
her  own  soul  had  drawn  swiftly  to  its  crisis.  For 
one  moment,  over  and  above  every  other  feeling, 
she  liked  Bryant  for  himself,  and  liked  him  very 
much. 

Then  she  caught  her  breath  sharply,  and  said, 
though  not  without  a  perceptible  effort : 

"  No — no.  Not  altogether.  The  fact  is,  Mr. 
Bryant,  I'm  afraid  I  haven't  got  the  domestic 
temperament ;  and  I'm  afraid  you  have.  Now 
that  puts  us  at  cross-purposes  from  the  beginning  !  " 

He  stared  for  a  moment  in  amazement.  Then 
he  laughed,  a  short  angry  laugh.  The  horrid  sus- 
picion that  Ruth  was  making  fun  of  him  increased 
to  certainty. 

"  Well,  upon  my  word  !  That's  a  queer  sort 
of  thing  to  say  to  me  !  I  believe  I  see  what  you 
mean  though."  He  was  once  more  painfully 
embarrassed,  reddened,  and  looked  about  him  on 
the  floor,  avoiding  her  eyes."  I'm  not  proposing 
that  I  you  should  tie  yourself  in  anyway.  I  quite 
understand  that  freedom  is  the  first  essential — for 
two  such  temperaments  as  ours."  But  this  long- 
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anticipated  speech,  now  that  he  came  to  make  it, 
sounded  in  his  own  ears  so  exceedingly  abandoned 
and  abominable  that  he  hastened  to  add,  "  That  is 
to  say,  it's  for  you  to  decide.  I'll  do  anything 
you  like  :  there's  no  fear,  good  heavens,  no,  that  I 
should  ever  dream  of  anybody  else ;  but  I — I 
imagined  that " 

"  Mr.  Bryant,"  Ruth  said,  leaning  forward, 
cigarette  in  hand,  and  speaking  with  sudden 
emphasis,  "  that's  not  the  way  to  get  freedom  ! 
I  thought  I  was  going  for  freedom  once  myself— 
well,  it  wasn't  in  quite  the  same  way,  but  it  came 
to  the  same  thing  in  the  end ;  and  I  know  it's  the 
tightest  kind  of  tie  there  is,  for  any  one  who  isn't 
a  born  skunk,  and  I  don't  believe  you're  that,  in 
spite  of  your — domesticity." 

And  now  she  knew  the  tide  had  turned  with 
her.  She  knew  that  she  was  safe,  and  marvelled 
at  her  safety,  for  within  the  last  twelve  hours 
she  had  seen  to  the  depths  of  her  own  human 
weakness,  and  knew  the  strength  of  it.  But  Bryant 
only  looked  puzzled,  and  chilled,  and  hurt. 

"  What  the  dickens  do  you  mean  by  talking 
about  my  domesticity  ?  "  he  demanded,  with  some 
considerable  indignation.  "  Is  it  a  joke,  or  what  ?  " 

"  No  joke  at  all !  Why,  my  dear  Mr.  Bryant, 
has  it  never  occurred  to  you  that — well,  all  that 
sort  of  thing — is  the  very  essence  of  domesticity  ? 
Two  by  two  into  the  ark — what  else  ?  You  blessed 
infants,  you  can't  even  wait  till  Mrs.  Right  comes 
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along  :  you  must  be  for  ever  playing  at  it,  like 
children  with  wooden  dolls.  Now  that's  just  what 
I  can't  understand  ;  and  it  follows  that  the  only 
man  I  could  get  on  with  would  have  to  be  quite  as 
undomesticated  as  I  am  myself  !  You  and  I  wouldn't 
suit  at  all !  Why,  when  you  kissed  me  like  that 
last  night — I  didn't  mind,  I  knew  it  was  only  the 
once — but  every  day  ?  Why,  you'd  be  as  sick  of 
it  as  I  should  in  a  week ;  and  it's  the  only  thing 
we've  got  in  common  !  It's  not  that  I'm  unsym- 
pathetic, or  prudish — I'm  sure  I  can't  afford  to  be 
that — but  I  know  well  enough  what  all  your  talk 
about  being  friends  means  for  me  \  " 

"  Well,"  he  said,  rather  pale  now,  but  speaking 
steadily,  "  it  does  mean  that.  Why  not  ?  I  don't 
pretend  to  insult  you  by  treating  you  as  an  ignorant 
fool ;  and  I've  told  you  that  I'm  willing  to  take 
all  the  responsibility.  You  shall  have  everything 
you  ask  for,  within  reason  ;  and,  if  you  find  you 
can't  put  up  with  me,  we  shall  just  have  to  part, 
that's  all.  You  shan't  be  left  penniless.  I  don't 
expect  impossibilities ;  but  perhaps  you  won't 
find  I'm  so  entirely — uncongenial — as  you  suppose." 

There  was  more  than  a  touch  of  injured  vanity 
in  his  tone.  Ruth  was  silent ;  and  after  a  moment 
he  suddenly  inquired,  with  a  new  eagerness  : 

"  Miss  Charlton,  you  said  something  just  now — 
didn't  you  ? — about  some  other  man.  Is  that 
perhaps  the  reason  ?  " 

Ruth  shook  her  head. 
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"  No.    Not  now." 

He  felt  that  it  was  necessary  to  assert  himself  a 
little. 

"Then,  and  if,  as  you  say,  you've  no  right  to 
be  prudish — and  upon  my  soul  I  don't  think  you 
have  ! — what  on  earth  is  your  objection  ?  " 

"  I'm  not  domesticated,"  Ruth  repeated  simply. 
"  That's  all.  I'm  only  a  romantic,  sentimental 
old  maid,  and  always  shall  be.  If  I  were  truly 
domesticated,  I  should  put  my  head  on  your  shoulder 
and  both  my  hands  hi  your  pockets  ;  and  wouldn't 
it  be  blissful  ?  " 

Poor  Bryant  had  let  his  cigarette  go  out,  and  it 
slid  from  between  his  fingers  unnoticed  to  the 
floor.  But  Ruth  finished  hers  with  much  apparent 
enjoyment,  and  lit  another. 

"I'm  sure  I  don't  know  what  pleasure  it  gives 
you  to  play  with  me  like  this,"  he  said  sullenly. 
"  I  suppose  you  think  I'm  a  simpleton,  not  worth 
taking  seriously.  I've  offered  you  everything  I've 
got — marriage,  if  you  like  !  I'm  prepared  to 
sacrifice  my  friends,  every  sort  of — of  social  pro- 
spect, and  so  forth.  What  more  do  you  want  ?  " 

'  Nothing,"  Ruth  said,  with  crisp  brevity. 

'  You  mean  you  don't  care  for  me  ?  " 

"Well,  I'm  afraid  not.  At  least,  not  in  the 
right  way,  and  not  even— permanently— in  the 
wrong  way  !  I'm  sorry,  but  it  wouldn't  be  fair 
to  you  to  let  you  think  I  did  when  I  didn't,  would 
it?  And  I  won't  have  either  of  us  tangled  up 
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hopelessly  and  for  ever,  just  because  we've  been 
mutually  attracted  for  a  little  while  without  stop- 
ping to  reason  why.  You  know  we  can't  trust 
ourselves  to  judge  !  And  then  in  a  very  few  weeks 
we'd  wake  up  and  find  the  trap  shut  down,  and 
it  would  be  too  late.  It's  no  use  thinking  you 
escape  the  trap  by  escaping  the  marriage  service 
or  the  registrar  :  the  trap  was  made  before  they 
existed,  and  it  will  be  there  still  when  the  clever 
people  have  abolished  them." 

"  You  can't  care,"  he  said,  with  bitter  convic- 
tion, "  or  you  wouldn't  speak  like  that.  I  think 
you're  perfectly  heartless  !  I  suppose  all  women 
are  alike — delighting  in  torture — you  know  you've 
got  me  fast,  and  all  you  can  do  is  to  mock  at  me. 
How  can  you  be  so  cruel  ?  Why  did  you  let  me 
think  that— that  you— 

'  Yes,  it  was  wrong  of  me,  horribly  wrong.  Only 
I  hoped  it  might  scare  you  off — at  first — if  I  let 
you  think  I  was  a  very  bad  lot ;  but  it  seems  it 
only  added  to  my  awful  fascination.  And  last 
night " 

'  You  did  care  last  night,"  he  interrupted  her, 
with  quick  vehemence.  "  I  know  you  did.  Now, 
isn't  it  true  ?  " 

Ruth  nodded  slightly,  with  a  slowly  heightening 
colour  and  compressed  lips. 

"  Well — yes.  I  don't  mind  admitting  it.  I 
suppose  I  was  a  little  bit  drunk — in  a  way.  Just 
like  you." 
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"  Nonsense !  Miss  Charlton,  look  here,  you 
were  right  last  night ;  we  were  both  right.  That's 
the  greatest  law  on  earth  !  Trust  to  it ;  don't 
believe  all  these  little  petty  timid  fears  that  come 
creeping  out  in  the  daylight." 

"  Fears  ?  "  repeated  Ruth,  staring  at  him. 
"  Why,  you  don't  suppose  I'm  afraid,  surely  ? 
What  is  there  to  be  afraid  of  ?  I'm  only  talking 
sense  !  I've  had  time  to  think  it  over  soberly, 
and  I  know  it  wouldn't  do  ;  it  simply  would  not 
do  !  I'm  better  able  to  judge  than  you  are,  per- 
haps, being  older,  and — less  blinded  ;  so  you  must 
take  my  word  for  it." 

He  went  crimson.  Unwittingly,  she  had  touched 
upon  a  sensitive  spot. 

"  Of  course  I  can't  pretend  to  your  experience, 
or  to  that  of  your  former  friends  !  No  doubt  you 
find  my  absurd  ignorance  very  amusing  !  You 
think,  don't  you,  that  I'm  a  poor  timid  weakling, 
incapable  of  meaning  what  I  say  ?  Now,  I  warn 
you,  you'd  better  not  try  me  too  far — there  is  a 
limit  to  what  I  can  endure  with  patience — you  had 
some  purpose  in  view  when  you  asked  me  to  come 
here,  and  you're  going  the  wrong  way  to  get  it, 
whatever  it  is." 

"  Don't  be  angry,  please,  Mr.  Bryant !  I  know 
you're  quite  prepared  to  act  up  to  your  uncon- 
ventional opinions— in  that  direction  ;  only,  don't 
you  see,  that  is  more  or  less  a  matter  of  opinion, 
isn't  it  ?  There's  no  compulsion,  is  there  ?  " 
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"  Compulsion  ?     What   do   you   mean  ?  " 

Ruth  deliberately  hesitated  a  moment. 

"  Well,  nobody  will  send  you  to  prison,  will  they, 
whatever  you  do,  within  certain  very  wide  limits  ? 
Don't  laugh  :  have  you  never  thought  of  going  to 
prison  before  ?  No,  I  suppose  not ;  how  funny  !  " 
Then,  with  a  little  show  of  rousing  herself  from 
meditation  after  this  hint,  she  proceeded,  "  And 
yet,  in  spite  of  your  opinions,  you've  not  been  such 
a  very  bad  young  man,  have  you  ?  And  you 
wouldn't  be,  anyway  !  That's  where  it  is,  you 
can't  drop  below  your  own  level  of  decency ;  and 
when  it  comes  to  other  things,  things  that  aren't 
quite  so  much  a  matter  of  opinion,  then  it's  /  that 
would  shock  you  \  " 

"  What  rubbish  !  "  he  exclaimed  sharply.  Then, 
with  a  sudden  half-return  of  his  former  tenderness, 
'  You  shock  me,  indeed  !  Why,  do  you  think  that 
because  I  wear  a  good  suit  of  clothes,  and  have 
always  lived  easily,  I'm  a  stiff-necked  intolerant 
fool  like  the  rest  of  them  ?  Do  you  imagine  me 
to  be  apologizing  for  myself  in  any  way  ?  I'm 
not ;  if  I  respected  the  conventions,  I  should  obey 
them." 

"  So  should  I,"  murmured  Ruth  rather  absently, 
and  with  her  eyes  on  a  little  wreath  of  smoke. 

"  Well,  then,  why  should  you  doubt  me  ? 
Haven't  I  told  you  a  hundred  times  that  I  am 
prepared  to  judge  each  case  upon  its  merits,  with 
no  foolish  cant  about  the  moral  issues  involved  ?  " 
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"  Oh,  more  than  a  hundred  times,  I  should  say," 
Ruth  replied  lightly.  She  looked  very  straight  at 
him  now,  and  continued,  speaking  more  slowly  and 
with  peculiar  emphasis,  "  However,  I'm  afraid 
you  don't  exactly  see  the  point,  even  yet.  It's 
like  this :  I've  never  bothered  about  my  own 
morality  or  non-morality  ;  I've  simply  gone  ahead — 
'  Do  the  thing  that's  nearest,'  as  the  copy-books 
say — and  the  consequence  is,  that  once  or  twice 
I've  collided  with  other  laws  besides  the  laws  of 
Mrs.  Grundy.  Much  less  important,  /  think  ;  but 
I'm  not  altogether  sure  that  you'd  agree  with 
me." 

He  sat  looking  perfectly  blank. 

"  For  instance,"  Ruth  continued  cheerfully, 
"  you  remember  that  day  you  brought  me  back 
from  Epsom,  and  were  so  kind  ?  You'd  just  been 
swindled  out  of  five  pounds,  hadn't  you,  by  some 
people  who  really  were  non-moral,  didn't  just  talk 
about  it  ?  Mr.  Bryant,  it  was  too  ridiculous  ;  I 
thought  I  should  have  exploded  before  we  got  in  : 
I'd  got  your  blessed  old  five  pounds  in  my  pocket 
all  the  time,  and  everybody  else's  five  pounds  as 
well !  " 

Leaning  back  in  her  chair,  she  broke  into  a  peal 
of  laughter ;  and  indeed,  at  sight  of  his  face,  and 
in  the  sudden  relief  from  the  tension  of  the  previous 
half-hour,  her  laughter  was  perfectly  genuine  and 
unforced. 

"  I  don't  believe  it !  "  he  cried  loudly.     "  It's 
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an  outrageous  lie  !  You're  trying  to  frighten  me 
—you're  doing  it  on  purpose — you're " 

"  No,  indeed,  Mr.  Bryant,  I'm  sorry  to  say  it's 
the  sober,  serious  truth  !  I  could  bring  witnesses 
— not  the  chief  one.  He's  had  to  leave  for  foreign 
lands  in  rather  a  hurry,  and  not  for  the  first  time ; 
I  miss  him  very  much,  we  were  great  pals." 

Bryant  was  holding  tightly  to  the  arms  of  his 
chair,  as  if  this  moral  earthquake  were  a  real  one. 

"  Were  you  hard  up  at  the  time — were  you  forced 
into  it  ?  "  he  demanded  almost  desperately. 

"  Oh,  dear  me,  no  !  I  cleared  five  pounds  out 
of  it,  certainly — your  five  pounds — I'm  not  squeam- 
ish about  taking  money  from  you  that  way,  you 
see !  I've  done  other  things,  too,  or  connived 
at  them,  anyway  :  nothing  fine  or  flashy,  no  swag- 
gering stage- villain  wickednesses — just  shabby, 
drabby  little  cheatings  and  swindlings  and  black- 
mailings.  Oh,  it's  a  dingy  old  world  this  side  of 
the  gulf,  Mr.  Bryant,  and  not  a  bit  more  interesting 
than  your  world — much  less  so  !  But  what's  the 
odds  ?  You  thought  I  was  a  waster ;  so  I  am. 
Do  you  think  there's  only  one  way  a  woman  can 
be  a  waster  ?  And  if  I  have  the  chance,  I'll  be  at 
it  again :  drag  you  in  too,  if  you're  with  me  at 
the  time,  and  let  you  see  what  non-morality 
tastes  like  out  of  a  stone  jug." 

"  Good  God ! "  exclaimed  poor  Bryant.  He 
rested  his  head  upon  his  hands  for  a  moment ;  and 
what  with  the  collapse  of  all  his  high  hopes,  and 
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what  with  the  added  sense  of  having  made  a  disas- 
trous fool  of  himself,  he  had  perhaps  never  been  so 
near  tears  since  he  was  a  small  boy.  It  was  painful, 
too — and  unexpected — to  find  how  small  a  thing  it 
took  to  turn  the  current  of  that  overmastering, 
impetuous  passion  which  he  had  believed  to  be 
bearing  him  away,  for  now  all  such  emotion 
seemed  dead  within  him,  and  he  was  horrified  to 
discover  that  his  bruised,  bewildered  spirit  was 
already  occupying  itself  with  hideous  speculations 
as  to  just  how  far  he  had  contrived  to  commit 
himself  with  this  unscrupulous  and  callous  young 
woman,  and  just  how  much  it  would  take  to  get 
him  safely  out  of  it.  But  he  had  to  say  something, 
so  he  said  dully,  "  I  can't  believe  it !  I  can't  be- 
lieve it !  It's  ghastly  !  And  I  thought  you  were 
so  straight  !  " 

"  Did  you  ?  "  said  Ruth.  She  threw  the  remains 
of  her  cigarette  into  the  fender,  and  sat  suddenly 
upright.  "  What's  your  notion  of  being  straight  ? 
You  thought  I  was  willing  to  work  on  your  feelings 
for  the  sake  of  what  I  could  get— a  beastly  mean 
trick,  like  picking  a  man's  pocket  when  he's  drunk— 
instead  of  standing  up  and  winning  what  I  could  in 
fair  fight !  I  don't  mean  to  say  that  I'm  particu- 
larly proud  of  what  I've  done ;  it  wasn't  very 
creditable,  it  wasn't  clever,  it  wasn't  even  amusing  ; 
but  what  you  wanted  me  to  do  would  be  very 
much  worse  for  both  of  us,  and  a  far  bigger  swindle 
on  you— you'd  not  get  off  so  lightly  as  five  pounds 
there,  let  me  tell  you  !  " 
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"  Oh,  what's  the  good  of  talking  like  that  ?  "  he 
exclaimed  miserably.  "  You've  no  idea  how  hor- 
rible it  is  to  me — such  an  unbelievable  thing  ! 
And  that  it  should  be  you,  of  all  women !  " 

"  Ah,  you'll  scuttle  back  to  your  own  side  of  the 
gulf  fast  enough  when  it  comes  to  a  question  of 
L.S.D.  !  Why  is  it,  I  wonder  ?  Aren't  all  the 
silly  petty  rules  about  what's  cheating  and  what 
isn't  just  as  unfair  and  lop-sided  as — as  all  the 
other  rules  ?  Don't  they  make  one  law  for  the 
rich  and  another  for  the  poor,  one  for  the  man 
and  another  for  the  woman — exactly  the  same  ? 
Think  of  the  Stock  Exchange  !  Why  do  you  never 
want  to  defy  convention  when  it  means  defying 
the  policeman  too  ?  " 

He  rose  hastily  from  his  chair,  as  if  unable 
to  bear  this  any  longer,  and  reached  for  his 
hat. 

"  I  can't  talk  about  it,"  he  said  in  a  low 
voice.  "  It's  awful.  And  I  never  dreamt — I  never 
dreamt " 

'  Yes,  I  know,"  Ruth  retorted,  with  a  flash  of 
contempt.  "  That's  the  way  you  talk  over  on 
your  side  of  the  gulf,  where  you'll  cut  a  man  dead 
for  cheating  at  cards,  and  yet  he  might  live  as 
loose  as  he  liked,  and  you  wouldn't  drop  him,  not 
for  that  alone.  Yes,  and  you'd  introduce  him 
to  your  sisters,  too,  before  you'd  introduce  me  ! 
Is  your  pocket  the  most  precious  thing  in  the 
world,  after  all  ?  " 
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"It's  a  matter  of  honour,"  he  said  stiffly. 
"  You  can't  understand  that,  of  course." 

"  No ;  if  that's  the  way  it  works  out,  I  confess 
I  can't ! " 

She  had  risen,  too,  and  stood  facing  him.  But 
still  he  hesitated  miserably,  twisting  his  hat  in  his 
hands ;  he  had  something  else  to  say,  and  it  was 
very  difficult.  At  last,  in  a  broken,  shame-faced 
fashion  enough,  it  came  : 

"  And  I  don't  know  if  it's  any  good  appealing 
to  you,  Miss  Charlton,  not  to  let  this  go  any  farther 
— for  the  sake  of  my  people.  If  you  mean  to — to 
take  any  steps — I'd  sooner  you  told  me  now.  I 
can't  stand  having  a  thing  of  this  sort  hanging 
over  me." 

"  What  ?  "  exclaimed  Ruth,  honestly  not  under- 
standing him.  Then  came  enlightenment.  "  Oh, 
I  see  !  Well,  and  why  not  ?  You'd  give  some- 
thing to  avoid  the — what  was  it  ? — risk  of  social 
ostracism  incurred  by  a  nice  little  tale  I  could 
cook  up  for  the  benefit  of  your  friends.  Who 
would  take  your  word  against  mine  over  a  thing 
of  that  sort  ?  " 

He  thrust  one  hand  in  his  pocket. 

"  How  much  do  you  want  ?  "  he  asked  her,  in  a 
dull  tone  of  final  despair. 

Ruth  regarded  him  rather  impishly. 

"  How  much  did  you  bring  for  me,  Mr.  Bryant  ?  " 

There  was  only  an  added  shade  of  horror  upon 
his  stricken  face  ;  but  she  saw  that  she  had  hit  him. 
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"  That's  all  you  think  of,  I  suppose,"  he  said, 
between  his  teeth.  "  When  I  came  to  offer  you " 

"  You  came  to  offer  me  L.S.D.,  my  dear  chap," 
Ruth  interrupted  swiftly.  "  Probably  quite  an 
excessive  amount,  but  L.S.D.  for  all  that.  That's 
the  foundation  of  your  little  existence  ;  and  you 
think  it  can  buy  anything  you  take  a  fancy  for. 
And  I  must  admit  in  common  fairness  that  it  can 
buy  most  things.  But  it  can't  buy  me ;  and  it 
can't  buy  my  silence.  Money  only  means  power, 
after  all :  it's  limited  ;  and  you  are  actually  asking 
me  to  exchange  my  power  for  your  money — you 
forget  who  it  is  you've  got  to  deal  with  !  " 

He  did  not  reply  at  once.    Then  he  said  drearily  : 

"  Very  well,  you  intend  to  make  the  story 
public,  then  ?  Because  if  so  I  shan't  oppose  you  ; 
there  is  a  limit  to  what  any  man  can  endure.  And 
I  can  always  arrange  it  to  look  like  a  boating  or 
bathing  accident !  " 

But  Ruth  knew,  by  one  of  those  uncanny  and 
undesired  flashes  of  intuition  peculiar  to  the  female, 
that  this  tragic  moment  would  afford  him  many 
pleasant  moments  of  rumination  in  the  future, 
and  many  darkling  hints  in  closest  confidence  to 
chosen  friends.  And  with  this  knowledge,  she  saw 
in  a  sudden  vision  the  whole  well-fed,  well-clad, 
orderly,  law-abiding  world — the  powerful  influential 
world  of  The  Crescent  tradition — cowering  at  her 
feet ;  and  at  the  feet  of  poor  Jolivard,  the  disre- 
putable young  adventurer ;  and  at  the  feet  of 


276         THE  SHELTERED  SEX 

abject,  hopeless  little  Jimmy  Doyle  and  his  tyran- 
nical circle  of  shady  acquaintances  ;  and  at  the 
feet  of  all  the  outcasts  and  ruffians  and  bad 
characters  in  the  world.  "  Aye,  starve  us,  stone 
us,  hound  as  out  from  country  to  country ;  hide 
your  comfortable  selves  behind  a  prickly  barricade 
of  law  and  order  ;  pay  a  vast  costly  army,  for  ever 
marching  and  countermarching  to  outwit  us ; 
raise  up  huge  piles  of  grim  grey  stone  to  shut  us 
in  safe  keeping — you  are  afraid,  afraid,  afraid  ! 
This  is  our  poor  little  triumph,  out  of  the  dust  and 
misery  where  you  have  thrust  us  !  We  are  the 
dirt  beneath  your  feet — oh,  yes ;  but  why  these 
bolts  upon  your  door,  why  these  most  justifiable 
fears  for  your  sons  and  daughters,  lest  they  slip 
into  our  clutches  ?  Are  we  the  masters  after  all, 
we  poor  pariahs  ?  " 

The  conqueror  must  be  generous. 

"  There,  Mr.  Bryant  !  Don't  worry.  I  shan't 
do  it  yet.  But  you  can  take  home  the  possibility 
and  sleep  on  it  for  a  while ;  it  won't  do  you  any 
harm.  And  you  may  give  me  in  charge,  if  you 
like  ;  there's  plenty  owing  !  " 

"  Don't !  he  said,  wincing.  "  You've  done 
enough.  Aren't  you  satisfied?  I  feel  as  if  my 
whole  life  had  crumpled  up  !  "  He  turned  towards 
the  door;  but  with  his  hand  upon  the  lock  he 
paused  to  add,  "  The  thing  that  hurts  me  so  is  to 
think  what  a  hold  that  man  must  have  had  upon 
you— to  make  you  do  a  thing  like  that.  You're 
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all  alike — heartless,  treacherous ;  you  seem  to 
have  no  moral  sense  at  all.  My  God  !  You've 
cured  me  of  women  for  a  bit  !  " 

And  then  he  was  gone,  making  quite  a  proper 
melodramatic  exit,  with  a  stifled  groan  and  a  bang 
of  the  door,  which  Ruth  immediately  locked.  And 
all  at  once  her  high-strung  energy  departed ;  and 
she  dropped  helplessly  into  a  chair,  and  rested  her 
arms  upon  the  table  and  bowed  her  head  upon 
them,  sobbing  and  shaking  in  a  sudden  terrible 
reaction. 

"  The  poor  boy  !  I  hated  to  do  it !  Wonder 
if  his  mother  would  be  ever  so  grateful  to  me  ?  " 


CHAPTER   XIX 


"  Unless  you  lived  your  life  but  one  day  long, 
Nor  didn't  prophesy  nor  fret  at  all, 
Just  drew  your  tucker  some'ow  from  the  world, 
An'  never  bothered  what  you  might  'ave  done." 

"  The  Tramp  Royal,"  RUDYARD  KIPLING. 

BUT  after  a  while,  sitting  at  her  window  gazing 
out  at  the  hazy  evening  sky  as  the  warm 
spring  twilight  deepened,  an  immense 
loneliness  possessed  her.  For  at  last  she  had 
found  freedom :  she  had  cut  free  from  every  tie ; 
she  was  freed  from  all  but  the  daily  necessity  of 
routine  work  to  support  her  body,  in  the  welfare 
and  comfort  of  which  no  one  but  herself  was  at  all 
interested.  And  before  her  stretched  long  years 
of  the  same  unattractive  occupation  :  monotonous, 
unwanted  labour  in  the  ranks  of  that  vast  wistful 
army,  toiling  over  trivialities,  where  for  every 
unnoticed  unit  falling  by  the  way,  a  dozen  ready 
substitutes  step  forward ;  labour  which  will  suck 
the  blood  and  brains  of  the  workers  like  a  poisonous 
evening  mist,  and  will  vanish  like  the  mist,  leaving 
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nothing  behind — neither  memory,   nor  happiness, 
nor  fame,  nor  dignity. 

Ruth  had  tasted  before  the  cold  horror  of  this 
realization  of  her  own  essential  superfluity ;  but 
then  her  pain  was  mingled  with  healthy  anger- 
she  was  being  chained  and  caged  and  held  back 
from  her  impetuous  desire  for  the  dusty  joys  of 
the  big  world  by  narrow-minded  and  unsym- 
pathetic people.  Now  she  had  made  her  plunge 
and  fought  her  fight ;  she  had  parted  from  Jolivard, 
to  whom  she  was  so  necessary,  from  a  scruple  of 
honour ;  parted  from  Bryant,  to  whom  she  might 
easily  have  become  so  necessary,  for  the  same 
reason ;  so  now  she  was  necessary  to  nobody  ; 
honour  was  preserved,  and  proved  as  unsatisfying 
a  meal  as  it  did  in  the  days  of  Falstaff. 

She  could  hardly  have  been  called  exacting  or 
selfish  in  her  demands ;  any  absorbing  kind  of 
useful  social  service,  however  laborious,  might 
soon  have  satisfied  her  needs ;  but  she  had  no 
illusions  about  the  future.  She  knew  herself  to  be  a 
moderately  capable  and  energetic  young  woman, 
but  without  particular  talent  and  untrained  ;  and 
she  knew  just  what  society  in  general  is  prepared 
to  offer  to  such  young  women  as  herself,  if  they 
do  not  happen  to  possess  the  Domestic  Tempera- 
ment ;  if  they  shrink  a  little,  quite  conscientiously, 
from  adding  other  unwanted  units  to  the  army  of 
the  superfluous. 
She  knew,  too,  that  far  on  the  distant  years 
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there  was  a  vague  promise  that  this  abominable 
condition  of  affairs  might  be  remedied.  As  an 
Indian  peasant,  dying  of  famine  in  his  mud-walled 
hut,  might  be  advised  to  console  himself  with 
thoughts  of  the  irrigation  schemes  then  under 
consideration  by  those  set  in  authority  over  him. 

The  sky  changed  from  soft  flushed  pink  to  deepen- 
ing misty  blue ;  a  few  remote  stars  twinkled  out ; 
the  street  lamps  were  lit,  and  the  sound  of  talk 
and  laughter  came  clearly  up  from  the  loitering 
Sunday  groups  in  the  street  below.  Mrs.  Mac- 
donald  returned,  and  was  faintly  audible,  moving 
about  downstairs.  Presently  Ruth  must  go  to 
bed,  and  sleep  to  gain  strength  for  the  morrow ; 
and  rise  and  dress  again,  and  eat  her  breakfast,  and 
do  her  scanty  marketing  ;  and  go  off  to  her  work, 
and  show  the  people  to  their  places  with  the  aid  of 
a  little  electric  torch  in  the  stuffy  flickering  dark- 
ness, and  sell  the  programmes  and  the  chocolates 
and  the  cups  of  tea.  And  after  a  while,  perhaps, 
she  would  lose  that  job  ;  and  there  would  be  short 
rations  for  a  while,  until  she  found  something  else 
to  do  to  keep  herself  alive  ;  and  one  day  she  would 
be  old  and  very  tired,  but  still  she  must  go  toiling 
to  keep  herself  alive  ;  and  at  last  would  come  kind 
charity  to  help  her  keep  herself  alive,  and  at  the 
last  kind  death.  "  And  a  blessed  release,  poor  old 
soul  " 

But  the  big  silver  moon,  which  soon  rose  calm 
and  placid  above  the  mean  little  house-tops,  and 


282         THE  SHELTERED  SEX 

shone  in  upon  her  with  benignant  pity,  had  wit- 
nessed a  great  many  foolish  irrational  little  trage- 
dies of  this  sort,  in  a  queer  little  world  where  a 
handful  of  pretentious  puny  insects,  of  colossal 
vanity,  will  not  be  content  to  eat  and  drink  and 
be  merry  in  the  sunshine  and  die  in  the  dust,  but 
miiet  labour  as  mightily  as  any  fly  upon  the  wheel, 
to  forward  that  great  Scheme  of  Things  of  which 
they  catch  rare  infinitesimal  glimpses.  And  will 
rage  and  weep  and  pine  away  most  miserably  if 
this  peculiar  privilege  is  denied  to  them. 


CHAPTER   XX 


"  '  But  it's  illegal,  ain't  it  ?  '  said  John. 

'  One  must  have  some  moral  courage,'  said  Morris." 

"  The  Wrong  Box,"  R.  L.  STEVENSON. 

RUTH  slept  heavily  at  last,  and  woke  wearily 
to  the  harsh  chill  daylight,  and  the 
unwelcome  task  of  keeping  herself  alive. 
And  her  first  waking  thought  was  an  unexpected 
spasm  of  dull  pain — "  That  will  be  all  over  now, 
at  all  events  !  " 

She  had  dressed,  and  was  making  some  tea,  in  a 
languid  desultory  fashion,  when  there  came  a  sharp 
repeated  ringing  at  the  front  bell — it  often  rang 
several  times  before  Mrs.  Macdonald  heard  it — 
and  then  the  sound  of  the  door  opening,  and  Mrs. 
Macdonald's  voice  raised  in  exclamations  of  pleasure 
and  surprise.  Then  some  one  called  up  the  stairs  : 

"  Ruth,  I  say,  Ruth  !  " 

It  was  Jolivard's  voice,  and  Ruth's  first  feeling 
was  perhaps  one  of  irritation.  "  Now  he  will  be 
round  here  at  the  most  absurd  hours,  day  after  day ; 
and  sooner  or  later  it's  bound  to  be  found  out, 
and  then  what  a  row  there  will  be  !  "  But  she 
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hurried  out   on  to  the  landing,  and  replied  in  as 
cordial  a  tone  as  she  could  muster : 

"  Why,  Frank,  what  is  it  ?     What's  the  matter  ?  " 

He  stood  at  the  foot  of  the  narrow,  oilcloth-covered 
stairs,  leaning  on  his  crutch,  and  looking  up  at  her 
with  a  wonderful  expression  of  happiness. 

"  Nothing's  the  matter.  I've  come  back,  that's 
all." 

Ruth  ran  down  to  him. 

"  Yes,  dear,  I  see  you  have.  But  you  know  it's 
silly,  isn't  it  ?  " 

"  No.  It's  not  silly.  I've  come  back  to  stay— 
if  you'll  have  me.  She's  gone  !  " 

"  Gone  !    Where  to  ?  " 

"  Back  to  America.  She  was  only  here  a  few 
hours.  Let  me  come  up,  and  I'll  tell  you  all  about 
it." 

Ruth  put  her  arm  about  him  and  helped  him 
upstairs,  and  took  him  into  her  room  and  shut 
the  door.  And  now  all  the  dark  clouds  of  over- 
night had  flown  away ;  she  was  excited,  amazed, 
overjoyed  beyond  all  bounds  ;  she  wanted  to  laugh 
and  cry  and  ask  a  thousand  questions ;  but  all 
she  did  was  to  take  him  by  the  shoulders  and  shake 
him,  and  say  : 

"  You  silly  ass  !  " 

Then  she  hugged  him  ;  and  he  made  no  objection 
at  all,  but  seemed  rather  to  like  it. 

'Why,  I  believe  you're  glad!"  he  said,   half 
muffled  in  her  embrace. 
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"  Well,  I  believe  I  am  !  " 

"  I'm  afraid  you'll  be  frightfully  annoyed  though, 
Ruth,  when  you  hear  about  it.  I've  taken  the 
most  abominable  liberties  with  your  name — at 
least  not  with  your  name,  I  never  mentioned  that, 
but  with  your  character." 

"  My  what  ?  " 

"  Well,  it's  a  fact,  you  know.  I'm  awfully  sorry. 
But  it  was — well,  sort  of  forced  upon  me  ;  and  I 
thought  perhaps,  under  the  circumstances,  you 
wouldn't  mind." 

"  What — you  surely  don't  mean 

"  Well,  I'm  afraid  so.  Yes.  But  you  won't 
appear  publicly — at  least,  I  don't  think  so.  She 
quite  understands." 

"  Then  we're  quits,"  said  Ruth,  with  much 
satisfaction.  "  My  dear  chap,  don't  you  remember 
what  I  did  to  your  character  once,  when  I  wanted 
to  get  rid  of  my  relations  ?  " 

"  Well,  I  did  think  of  that,"  he  admitted.  "  But 
still,  I  feel  a  disgusting  hound.  And  after  all 
you'd  said,  too,  and  all  I'd  promised  !  " 

"  Oh,"  cried  Ruth  recklessly,  "  but  I'm  so  glad  \ 
I — I  didn't  know  how  tough  it  was  going  to  be — I'd 
forgotten  what  being  good  and  doing  one's  duty 
was  like — and  it  was  awful !  I  could  never  have 
kept  it  up — could  you  ?  But,  for  Heaven's  sake,  do 
hurry  up  and  tell  me  just  what  happened  !  " 

And  so,  sitting  side  by  side  together,  as  they  had 
so  often  done  before,  he  told  her. 
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"  I  did  mean  to  try,  Ruth  ;  I  remembered  every- 
thing you'd  said.  I  wanted  to  keep  things  right, 
from  the  first.  I  took  a  cab  and  went  down  on 
Saturday  night  to  meet  the  train  ;  but  she  didn't 
come  then.  She  never  turned  up  till  yesterday 
afternoon :  said  she  always  wanted  a  little  rest 
after  a  journey.  You  know,  that  seemed  to  me — 
well,  funny,  somehow  !  And  another  thing  was, 
she'd  left  all  her  luggage  at  Liverpool — only  brought 
a  dressing  case :  said  she  meant  to  send  for  it 
afterwards.  Well,  when  I  first  saw  her,  I  scarcely 
knew  her.  She  was  always  older  than  I  was,  but 
now  she  looked  years  older,  and  got  rather  stout — 
you  know,  the  way  people  do  after  they've  been  in 
America  for  a  bit — and  she  was  very  much  made  up, 
and  very  much  dressed :  long  fur  coat,  and  so 
forth.  And  I'd  thought  from  her  letters  she  must 
be  quite  hard  up — you  know  I  offered  to  send  her 
money,  and  she  never  answered  !  So  it  staggered 
me  a  bit ;  but  I  shouldn't  have  minded — I  was  quite 
ready  to  be  as  nice  as  ever  I  could  to  her — it  wasn't 
that,  only " 

"  What  was  it,  then  ?  " 

Jolivard's  thin  face  flushed  painfully. 

"  She  hadn't  expected — this,"  he  said,  indicating 
his  crutch. 

"  Oh  !  "  cried  Ruth  indignantly.     "  The  beast  !  " 

"  Well,  it  was  rather  nasty,  you  know.  I  quite 
thought  she  knew;  I  thought  that  girl,  Kitty 
Fergus,  had  told  her  ;  and  I  did  say  I'd  been  ill, 
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didn't  I  ?  You  saw  all  my  letters.  But,  Ruth," 
he  said  piteously,  "  she  was  so  horrid  about  it." 

"  Beast !  "  said  Ruth  again,  with  intense  con- 
viction. 

"  And  then  I  suppose  I  looked  rather  shabby, 
and  not  particularly  prosperous :  she  hadn't  ex- 
pected that,  either ;  so  altogether  I  was  a  howling 
failure.  However,  we  got  the  dressing  case — all 
silver  mounted,  if  you  please — and  off  we  went  in 
the  cab,  and  on  the  way  she  just  talked  trivialities, 
about  her  journey,  and  so  on  ;  but  I  could  see  her 
looking  at  me  all  the  time.  And  when  we  got  to 
the  lodgings,  it  was  evident  she  thought  them 
uncommonly  poky  and  poor  after  what  she'd  been 
accustomed  to.  In  fact,  she  said  as  much.  It  was 
on  the  tip  of  my  tongue  to  tell  her  what  a  lot  of 
trouble  you'd  taken  to  get  them  !  I  had  to  keep 
such  a  watch  over  myself  all  the  time,  for  fear  I 
should  say  something  about  you.  And  when  I 
thought  of  you — oh,  but  I  couldn't  let  myself  think 
of  you  !  " 

"  You  silly  ass  !  "  said  Ruth  again,  and  rumpled 
up  his  hair. 

"  Well,  she  took  off  her  hat  and  the  fur  coat,  and 
we  went  into  the  sitting-room.  I'd  had  a  fire  put  on 
there,  in  case  she  should  feel  chilly ;  and  I  asked  her 
if  she'd  like  tea,  but  she  said  she'd  had  it,  on  the 
train  or  at  a  station  or  something ;  she'd  wait  till 
supper.  I'd  told  the  little  slavey  supper  at  eight. 
So  there  we  sat,  one  each  side  of  the  fireplace,  star- 
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ing  at  one  another,  for  what  seemed  hours  and 
hours.  And  she  began  to  ask  me  a  whole  lot  of 
questions,  about  how  I'd  got  hurt,  and  when  and 
where :  not  sympathetic,  though,  not  a  bit — just 
curious.  Then  she  asked  me  what  work  I  was 
doing  now,  and  what  my  salary  was  ;  and,  by  Jove, 
you  should  have  seen  her  face  when  I  told  her 
that !  And  all  the  time  I  knew  just  what  she  was 
thinking.  Ruth,  I  did  honestly  try  to  answer  up 
well  and  be  agreeable  and  pleasant ;  but — oh,  I 
don't  know,  she  got  on  my  nerves  so.  I  can't 
describe  it.  She  seemed  to  take  up  such  an  awful 
lot  of  room  !  I  felt  absolutely  stupid  ;  and  heavens, 
how  slowly  the  time  did  go  !  It  seemed  as  if  pre- 
sently I  must  scream,  or  jump  out  of  the  window, 
or  do  something  desperate.  I  kept  saying  to 
myself,  over  and  over  again  :  '  This  can't  go  on — 
we  must  find  some  way  out — it  can't  go  on  !  ' 
And  then  at  last  there  came  a  terrible  long  pause  : 
she  was  thinking  harder  than  ever  ;  and  presently 
she  asked  me,  rather  suddenly,  what  about  that 
story  she  had  heard — how  could  I  account  for  it  ? 
Well,  I  simply  said  I  didn't  know  :  couldn't  account 
for  it  at  all — couldn't  imagine  how  such  a  thing 
should  have  got  about.  But  I  was  feeling  so 
perfectly  dazed  and  reckless,  I'm  afraid  I  didn't 
do  it  very  well.  So  she  didn't  say  much  ;  but  she 
looked  as  if  she  could  have  said  a  lot.  Well,  and 

then — then ' ' 

"  What's  the  matter  ?  What  are  you  laughing  at  ? '' 
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"  Wait  a  minute,  I'll  tell  you.  In  bounced  the 
little  slavey  and  began  to  lay  the  table  for  supper — 
you  remember  her :  a  rather  clumsy,  clownish,  red- 
haired  girl,  a  bit  of  a  fool.  She  chucked  the  cloth 
on  all  anyhow,  the  way  she  does,  and  dumped  down 
a  handful  of  knives  and  forks.  Then  she  turned 
to  me,  '  Please,  sir,  is  the  other  lydy  comin'  in 
as  usual  to-night,  or  am  I  only  to  lay  for 
two  ?  '  " 

"  Oh,  Frank  !  How  perfectly  awful !  " 
"  Awful  ?  It  was  the  biggest  relief  I've  ever  had 
in  my  life  !  Thank  heaven,  I  thought,  here's  a 
way  out  for  both  of  us  !  And  she  was  just  as 
glad  as  I  was,  though  she  had  to  pretend  to  be 
angry,  to  save  her  face." 

"  But  what  did  you  say  ?  What  did  you  do  ?  " 
"  Well,  we  neither  of  us  said  anything  till  the 
girl  was  out  of  the  room.  And  then  I  just  let  her 
do  the  talking  ;  I  only  nodded,  and  said,  '  Yes,  I'm 
sorry  to  say  it's  all  quite  true.  I  admit  it ;  I'll 
admit  anything  you  like.'  I  told  her  I'd  cook  up 
all  the  evidence  she  wanted ;  and  I  suppose  things 
are  easier  out  there — if  she  does  it  out  there.  And, 
do  you  know,  Ruth,  I'm  sure  we  were  better  friends, 
and  more  sympathetic,  when  we  were  fixing  that 
up,  than  we'd  ever  been  before  ?  It  had  been  such 
a  hideous  mistake  from  the  beginning  ;  and  now 
we  had  a  chance  to  put  it  right.  We  had  supper 
together,  quite  cosily ;  and  when  she  went  away 
she  shook  hands !  " 
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"  But  where  did  she  go  to  ?  I  mean,  has  she 
any  friends  ?  " 

"  She  went  to  some  hotel — and  friends,  oh,  rather  ! 
She's  doing  jolly  well ;  I  might  have  guessed  that, 
coming  in  such  style.  She's  given  up  the  stage 
now :  got  shares  in  some  sort,  of  dancing  saloon,  I 
think,  and  something  to  do  with  the  management. 
And  having  heaps  of  money  and  time  to  spare,  I 
suppose  she  thought  she'd  take  the  trip  and  see  if 
I  were  worth  future  consideration." 

"  Now,  don't  talk  like  that !  "  said  Ruth  admoni- 
torily. 

"  Very  well,  I  won't  if  you  don't  like  it.  Oh, 
Ruth,  I'm  so  glad  she's  been,  now !  You  were 
quite  right  to  make  me  tell  her  to  come — it's  over 
now,  and  I've  nothing  more  to  worry  about  !  I 
wanted  to  come  round  and  tell  you  at  once ;  but 
it  was  so  late,  so  I  came  this  morning  as  soon  as 
ever  I  was  dressed."  He  was  more  like  a  big  school- 
boy, in  his  absurd  and  wholly  immoral  relief  and 
joy,  than  she  had  ever  seen  him.  "  And  when 
she'd  gone,  what  do  you  think  I  did  ?  " 

"  What  did  you  do  ?  " 

"  I  called  the  little  slavey  upstairs  and  gave  her 
half  a  crown." 


CHAPTER   XXI 


"  Then  they'd  say  :    '  O  Lord,  we  have  given 
To  the  poor  both  blankets  and  tracts  ; 
And  we've  tried  to  make  them  sober, 
And  we've  tried  to  teach  them  facts. 
But  they  will  sneak  round  to  the  drink  shop. 
They  pawn  the  blankets  for  beer  ! 
We  find  them  very  ungrateful, 
But  still  we  persevere.' ' 

E.  NESBIT. 

MRS.    MACDONALD'S    second   room   was 
still    unlet,    so    Jolivard    returned    the 
same  day,  preferring  to  pay  a  week's 
double  rent  rather  than  remain  an  hour  longer  in 
his  own  quarters. 

'  You  don't  know  what  I've  suffered  there,"  he 
said  simply. 

But  now  it  was  absolutely  necessary  to  explain 
matters  a  little  more  fully  to  Mrs.  Macdonald. 
That  good  lady's  manner  was  beginning  to  express 
considerable  suspicion.  So  Ruth  descended  to  the 
kitchen,  and  told  her  the  truth  and  nothing  but  the 
truth,  though  perhaps  not  quite  the  whole  truth. 

291 
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And  it  was  one  of  Mrs.  Macdonald's  deafest  days  ! 
It  really  was  a  little  embarrassing  to  have  to  stand 
within  full  sight,  and  possibly  within  hearing, 
of  the  passing  tradesmen's  boys,  proclaiming  in 
strident  tones  such  delicate  information  as  : 

"  His  wife  is  not  a  very  good  woman,  I'm  afraid. 
There  is  going  to  be  a  divorce.  I  am  telling  you 
this  now  so  that  you  may  not  have  any  mistaken 
ideas  about  us."  Ruth  was  breathless  and  ex- 
tremely flushed  when  she  had  finished. 

"Eh,  the  puir  laddie  !  "  said  Mrs.  Macdonald 
after  a  short  pause  of  consideration.  "  There's 
monny  bad  folk  in  this  world.  But  whit  way 
would  he  be  wastin'  thirrty  poounds  o'  his  money 
on  a  diworce  ?  I'd  no  waste  thirrty  shillin's  !  " 

"  Oh,  but  he  won't !  "  said  Ruth  quickly,  and 
then  perceived  her  error.  "  Things  are  so  different 
in  America,  you  know,"  she  added  lamely. 

'They  maun  be,"  remarked  Mrs.  Macdonald 
dryly. 

And  Ruth  retreated  hastily,  somewhat  discom- 
fited. 

"It's  a  blessing  you've  managed  to  get  the  soft 
side  of  her,  Frank,"  she  said  afterwards.  "  She 
would  stand  a  good  deal  from  you,  I  fancy.  I 
shall  lay  all  the  blame  on  you,  if  she  makes  any 
further  comment." 

Dear  old  soul,"  said  Jolivard,  who  was  lying 
full  length  in  the  arm-chair,  in  blissful  enjoyment 
pf  his  £lad  return.  "  We'll  ask  her  to  make  us  a. 
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cake  for  our  tea,  that  will  please  her  better  than 
anything.  I'll  take  it  out  bit  by  bit  and  sink  it 
in  the  river." 

"  All  the  same,  I  foresee  a  bad  quarter  of  an 
hour  with  her  in  the  near  future,"  Ruth  said. 
"  She's  not  going  to  let  the  matter  rest  there." 

She  was  silent  for  a  few  minutes,  standing  with 
her  back  to  him,  looking  thoughtfully  out  of  the 
window ;  then  she  said,  "  Frank,  I've  got  a  bad 
quarter  of  an  hour  due  with  you,  too,  some  day — 
do  you  mind  if  we  have  it  now  ?  " 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  "  he  said,  sitting  suddenly 
upright ;  and,  though  he  still  smiled,  there  was  a 
sharp  nervous  tension  in  his  manner. 

'  You'll  be  angry  at  first — but  there's  no  need. 
It's  only  that — Mr.  Bryant  walked  home  with  me 
on  Saturday  night,  and  he  wanted  to  talk  to  me ; 
so  I  asked  him  to  come  round  yesterday  afternoon, 
and — he  came." 

"  Good  heavens  !  "  exclaimed  Jolivard,  looking 
genuinely  alarmed.  "  Whatever  did  you  do  that 
for  ?  " 

"  Well,  it  had  to  be  done  some  time,  I  could  see 
that.  But  he  turned  out  to  be  rather  worse  than  I 
thought  he  was — rather  more  of  a  fool,  I  mean." 

"  Why,  what  the  devil  did  he  do,  then  ?  " 

Ruth  shrugged  her  shoulders. 

"Oh,  nothing  !  It  was  what  he  wanted  me  to 
do." 

"  And  7,   like  a  fool,"   said  Jolivard  bitterly, 
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after  a  minute,  "have  let  you  think  that  every 
one's  like  me  !  " 

"  Don't  worry  !  Isn't  it  enough  that  I  should 
be  rather  like  you  myself  ?  And  he  began  to 
patronize  me,  confound  him — I  never  thought  he'd 
do  that — never  !  " 

"  Yes  ;  that's  the  sort  of  thing  I've  exposed  you 
to,"  Jolivard  said  curtly,  biting  his  lips. 

"  Oh,  it  was  all  my  own  fault — it  was  just  because 
I'd  let  him  think  I  was  such  an  out  and  out  bad 
egg  that  he  was  so  keen.  So  in  the  end  I  had  to 
give  him  a  practical  proof  of  my  depravity ;  and 
it  was  very  successful." 

"  Had  to— what  on  earth " 

"  It  was  quite  easy,  you  know,  thanks  to  Mr. 
Kitchens." 

"  Thanks  to  Mr. Oh,  good  Lord  !  "  cried  Joli- 
vard, as  a  light  broke  in  upon  him.  '  You  don't 
mean  that  you " 

"  Yes  ;  I  told  him.     Instant  and  complete  cure  !  " 

"  Well,  I'm  blessed  !  "  Then  he  began  to  laugh. 
"  What  a  queer  beggar  you  are,  Ruth  !  But  it  was 
a  fearful  risk  !  " 

"  It  was  a  choice  of  risks,  wasn't  it  ?  And,  oh, 
Frank,  it  was  funny  !  Once  I  got  going,  I  fairly 
rolled  in  it ;  talk  about  you  taking  away  my  char- 
acter, that's  nothing  !  And  he,  poor  infant,  so 
scandalized,  after  all  his  own  would-be  naughtiness 
— he'll  be  just  like  my  Uncle  George  when  he  grows 
up!" 
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"  Tell  me  all  about  it,"  said  Jolivard. 

And  so  she  told  him,  though  not  quite  all  about 
it.  He  must  never  know  how  small  a  thing  had 
turned  the  balance,  after  all :  how  nearly  his  own 
joyous  return,  that  morning,  had  culminated  in 
the  blackest  tragedy  of  all  his  rather  tragic  life. 

So  she  told  her  tale  as  a  joke,  with  no  word  to 
show  that  for  a  little  while  she  had  been  at  least 
as  strongly  tempted  as  poor  Bryant  himself. 

"  You  see,  Frank,  the  sort  of  mess  I  get  into 
whenever  I  haven't  got  you  to  keep  me  straight," 
she  concluded. 

"  I  should  think  you  do  !  But  still,  I  suppose," 
he  said,  reflecting,  "  that's  not  a  very  likely  sort  of 
thing  to  happen  again." 

Ruth  did  not  reply  immediately ;  then  she  said 
slowly : 

"  Well — I  don't  know.  I'd  have  said  so  before. 
But  perhaps  I  didn't  know  quite  as  much  about 
myself  then  as  I  do  now;  «and  now  I'm  not  so 
sure  !  " 

"  I'm  sure,  though,"  Jolivard  remarked,  with 
perfect  confidence. 

At  which,  despite  herself,  Ruth  could  not  repress 
a  little  laugh. 

"  Well,  Frank,  you're  not  very  complimentary, 
I  must  say  !  Besides,  you've  only  got  to  keep 
your  eyes  open  to  see  that  personal  charm  hasn't 
much  to  do  with  it ;  any  old  thing  that  comes  along 
will  do  !  Heaven  knows  what  he  saw  in  me ;  but 
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he  wouldn't  have  seen  it  if  I  hadn't— encouraged 

him.     I  feel  a  perfect  beast  to  think  how  I  did 

encourage  him  ;    it  really  wasn't  fair,  poor  boy  ! 

Only  he  will  know  better  another  time  ;    I  console 

myself  with  that !  " 

"  It  was  rather  playing  with  fire,  you  know," 

Jolivard  remarked  judicially. 

"  I  know.     But  we've  played  with  fire  before, 

Frank,  haven't  we  ?  " 
"  Not  quite  the  same  way." 
"  There's  less  difference  than  you  think,  perhaps. 

And  the  same  cause  produces  the  same  effect  in 

both  cases,  I  fancy." 
"  How  do  you  mean  ?  " 

"  Well,  you  see,  Frank,  it  is  so  confoundedly 

dull  and  lonely  all  by  yourself  !    And  whatever 

the  powers  that  be  meant  for  us,  they  never  meant 

us  to  be  dull,  I'm  quite  certain  of  that.     It's  not 

the — the    worldly    advantages — but    what    other 

chances  of  enjoyment  have  I,  or  thousands  like  me, 

if  we're  denied  our  little  bit  of  sport  ?     We're  shut 

off  from  every  rational  jolly  opportunity  of  letting 

ourselves  go ;   this  is  all  that's  left  to  us.     It's  a 

marvel  to  me  we're  so  good,  men  and  women  both. 

For  we're  not  all  placid  cows,  content  to  munch 

our  fodder  in  the  same  little  circle  day  after  day. 

And  in  my  case  I've  no  one  to  consider  but  myself  ; 

the  social  system  has  done  nothing  but  try  to  roll 

me  in  the  mud :    why  should  I  bother  about  it  ? 

Short  life  and  a  gay  one,  and  damn  the  conse- 
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quences — that's  what  I  felt  last  night,  Frank,  after 
he'd  gone ;  and  that's  the  sort  of  person  I  really 
am!" 

"  Oh,  no,  but  you're  not,"  Jolivard  said  cheer- 
fully. "  I  can  prove  that." 

"  In  what  way,  please  ?  " 

"  Why,  if  what  you  say  is  true — well,  you  wouldn't 
have  let  him  go,  Ruth  ;  that's  all !  " 

"  Shouldn't  I  ?  I  don't  know !  It  was  just 
cowardice,  I  expect." 

"  Now,  why  on  earth,"  demanded  Jolivard,  with 
some  warmth,  "  do  you  go  swanking  about  your 
original  sin  just  after  you've  been  laughing  at  him 
for  doing  precisely  the  same  thing  ?  " 

This  point  of  view  had  not  occurred  to  Ruth 
before.  After  considering  it  for  a  moment,  she 
smiled  and  said  : 

"  Well,  it  must  be  catching,  Frank.  I  didn't 
know  I  was  doing  it !  But  really  and  honestly,  I 
believe  you  only  just  came  back  in  time  !  " 

He  was  looking  keenly  up  at  her  now ;  and  she 
stood  still  by  the  window,  half  turned  away  from 
him,  and  with  the  sun  shining  in  upon  her.  Pre- 
sently he  inquired  : 

"  Then — when  you  sent  him  away — it  wasn't 
because  of  me,  was  it  ?  " 

She  started  a  little. 

"  What  ?  Oh,  no  ;  I  don't  think  it  was.  May 
have  been,  partly,  perhaps — not  altogether." 

Suddenly  they  perceived  they  were  approaching 
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dangerous  ground,  and  instinctively  drew  back  to 
avoid  it.  Jolivard  glanced  at  his  watch,  and  said  : 

"  By  Jove,  I  must  be  off — Smith  wants  me  this 
evening,  to  finish  off  those  plates." 

"  Yes,  I  must  be  going  too,"  said  Ruth  quickly. 

"  Wait  a  sec,  till  I  get  my  hat,  and  we'll  go 
together." 


CHAPTER   XXII 


"  Don't  say  (Oh,  don't  say  !)  that  Primitive  Man 
knocked  down  a  woman  with  a  club  and  carried 
her  away.  Why  on  earth  should  he  ?  " 

G.  K.  CHESTERTON. 

IN  due  course  of  time,  Mrs.  Jolivard  obtained 
release  from  her  matrimonial  entanglements. 
Jolivard  had  written  to  Jimmy  Doyle — who 
was  now  "  getting  an  insight "  into  the  cheap 
jewellery  trade,  having  encountered  unexpected 
difficulties  in  the  hardware  business — putting  the 
true  position  of  affairs  before  him,  and  asking  if 
his  aid  would  be  forthcoming  should  it  be  required. 
Jimmy  wrote  a  long,  effusive,  and  most  sentimental 
letter  in  reply :  he  would  do  anything,  anything 
in  the  world,  to  oblige  his  dear  old  friend,  and  so 
would  Mrs.  Doyle. 

"  Which,  being  interpreted,"  Jolivard  remarked, 
"  means  that  he  would  swear  his  way  through  a 
stone  wall  to  oblige  his  dear  old  friend  ;  and  Mrs. 
D.  would  do  the  same  for  different  reasons." 

"  Poor     little    Jimmy ! "    said    Ruth,    smiling. 

299 
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"  He  will  do  his  best.  All  the  same,  though,  it  is 
rather  beastly,  isn't  it  ?  I  wish  there  were  any 
other  way  !  " 

'  You  can't  hate  it  more  than  I  do.  The  whole 
thing  is  disgusting  from  beginning  to  end.  It's 
simply  a  contract  which  we  have  agreed  to  ter- 
minate ;  why  the  dickens  can't  we  settle  it  privately 
in  a  lawyer's  office,  then,  without  all  this  exposure 
and  fuss  ?  Suppose  I'd  had  a  formal  partnership 
agreement  with  Jimmy ;  and  suppose  we  had 
wanted  to  be  free,  and  couldn't  manage  it  without 
appearing  in  public  to  make  charges  and  counter- 
charges against  each  other  for  the  halfpenny 
papers  to  giggle  at !  " 

"  That  certainly  would  have  been  awkward," 
Ruth  remarked  quietly. 

"  Well,  this  is  exactly  the  same ;  only  there's 
no  question  of  money  here.  And  why  should 
there  be  so  much  more  delicacy  and  consideration 
shown  over  purely  money  matters  than  over — 
this  ?  " 

'You  are  an  innocent,"  Ruth  remarked,  "to 
ask  that  !  " 

He  frowned  and  laughed,  and  shrugged  his 
shoulders. 

"  Oh,  well !  We  shall  be  fairly  out  of  it,  anyway  ; 
that's  one  good  thing." 

'  Yes,  I'm  afraid  my  family  will  never  have  the 
pleasure  of  reading  my  evidence.  What  a  pity  ! 
It  would  be  the  finishing  touch." 
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It  was  Jimmy  who  sent  them  word  at  last  when 
the  business  was  finally  settled ;  he  cabled  the 
news,  regardless  of  expense. 

"  I  wonder  where  he  got  the  money,"  Jolivard 
remarked.  "  Still,  we  won't  ask  questions ;  it's 
very  kind  of  him." 

And  it  was  Jimmy  who,  some  six  weeks  later, 
forwarded  the  not  wholly  unexpected  information 
that  "  Lily "  was  married  again — "  And  done 
very  well  for  herself  too,  I  fancy." 

"  By  the  by,"  said  Jolivard,  as  if  this  had  re- 
minded him  of  something,  "  I  suppose  we  might 
as  well  be  getting  married  one  of  these  days,  what 
do  you  think  ?  " 

"  Why,  you  don't  want  to  be  married,  do  you  ?  " 

"  Not  if  you  don't.  I  thought  you  might  prefer 
it,  that's  all." 

"  I  should  feel  such  a  fool,"  Ruth  said  candidly. 
"  Besides,  I'm  afraid  if  we  really  were  tied  up 
tight,  couldn't  get  away  if  we  wanted  to,  we  should 
begin  simply  to  detest  each  other  !  " 

"  Well,  I  don't  want  us  to  do  that.  But  can 
you  get  away  now  ?  If  so,  why  don't  you  do 
it?" 

"  Why  don't  you  ?  " 

"  Because  I'm  too  jolly  happy  and  comfortable 
where  I  am." 

"  Oh  !  "  cried  Ruth,  laughing  and  pointing  her 
finger  at  him.  "  Oh,  you  married  man  !  " 

And   so   the   subject   dropped.     Amazing   as   it 
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may  seem,  their  emotional  delight  and  relief  upon 
the  day  of  Jolivard's  return  had  led  to  no  further 
development  of  their  relationship ;  nor  had  they 
ever  again  been  so  demonstrative.  They  were 
exceedingly  happy  together,  and  excellent  friends. 
Yet  now  and  then  there  came  a  queer  constraint 
between  them,  as  if  each  held  some  profound 
secret  from  the  other.  Occasionally  their  eyes 
met,  by  chance,  with  a  mutual  recognition  of  this 
secret,  and  they  would  become  suddenly  embar- 
rassed ;  but  never  a  word  was  said,  and  Mrs. 
Macdonald  looked  on,  and  smiled,  and  kept  her 
own  counsel. 

Jolivard  improved  rapidly  that  summer :  finally 
discarded  the  crutch  and  walked  only  with  a  stick, 
and  that  at  a  good  round  pace.  He  seemed  much 
stronger,  too ;  and  became  quite  energetic,  and 
was  always  in  extraordinarily  high  spirits.  So, 
for  that  matter,  was  Ruth  :  the  mutual  secret 
was  evidently  an  agreeable  and  entertaining  one. 

It  was  not  long  after  the  arrival  of  Jimmy's 
second  letter  that  he  came  home  from  his  work 
one  day  in  a  state  of  suppressed  laughter,  and, 
producing  a  small  sealed  envelope  from  his  pocket, 
asked  Ruth  to  guess  what  he'd  got  there. 

"  Cheque  for  eighty  from  the  Doyles  ?  "  she 
suggested. 

'  No,  no.  Something  possible.  Come,  I'll  give 
you  a  lead.  It's  a  photo." 

"  One  of  your  photos  ?  " 
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"  One  sent  in  with  a  lot  of  others  this  morning, 
to  be  developed.  I  printed  off  an  extra  copy, 
for  your  especial  benefit.  Snapshot — wedding 
group — taken  by  friend  in  garden — now  can  you 
guess  ?  " 

"  I  believe  I  can  !  "  said  Ruth,  with  dancing 
eyes.  "  Does  it  begin  with  a  B  ?  " 

He  nodded,  and  handed  her  the  envelope  in 
silence.  Behold  Bryant,  in  all  the  glory  of  frock 
coat,  white  waistcoat,  beautiful  new  trousers,  and 
enormous  buttonhole,  standing  shy  and  abashed 
beneath  somebody's  pergola,  with  a  background 
of  brick  wall.  Leaning  on  his  arm,  a  comely 
blushing  maiden  in  veil  and  orange  blossoms  ! 

"  Oh,"  cried  Ruth,  clapping  her  hands,  "  I  am 
so  glad  !  You  know,  I've  always  felt  a  bit  uneasy 
about  that  affair,  wondering  if  I  hadn't  been  a 
selfish  pig ;  he  might  have  done  so  very  much 
worse  !  This  is  the  reaction,  of  course  ;  she  caught 
him  on  the  bounce.  What  a  nice-looking  girl,  isn't 
she  ?  I'm  sure  she'll  make  him  happy.  '  His 
prentice  hand  he  tried  on  me  ' — he'd  do  it  much 
better  next  time  ;  he  was  very  amateurish." 

Letters  from  Stanley  came  regularly.  He  was 
now  in  Tasmania,  where  he  and  "  that  other 
infant,"  as  Ruth  said,  were  starting  a  fruit  farm 
with  every  prospect  of  complete  success. 

"  It  sounds  absurd,  of  course,"  Jolivard  said, 
"  but,  upon  my  soul,  I  don't  see  why  they  shouldn't 
make  a  jolly  good  thing  out  of  it.  It's  wonderful 
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how  those  youngsters  will  get  on,  once  they're 
away  from  the  little  rule  of  those  set  in  authority 
over  them,  and  have  a  new  country  and  a  new  life 
to  begin  afresh  on." 

"  I  expect  plenty  go  under,"  said  Ruth  soberly, 
looking  at  the  letter. 

"  Well,  the  fittest  survive,  I  suppose — it's  a  good 
test.  The  Kid  will  be  all  right,  never  fear." 

But  presently  came  another  communication, 
which  gave  them  much  food  for  thought : 

" .  .  .  All  the  actual  orchard  work,"  wrote 
Stanley,  "  Dick  and  I  can  manage  easily  enough. 
But  when  it  comes  to  keeping  the  blamed  accounts, 
and  bargaining  with  the  blamed  shipping  com- 
panies, and  writing  all  the  blamed  letters,  we  get 
fairly  stuck.  You  know  how  I  hate  that  sort  of 
thing  ;  and  so  does  Dick.  We  sat  up  till  two 
o'clock  this  morning,  swatting  at  it,  after  a  jolly 
heavy  day  ;  and  now  I'm  positive  we're  being  done 
all  round  by  everybody  who  will  take  the  trouble 
to  do  us.  We're  getting  our  house  built,  too ;  I 
think  it's  going  to  be  quite  decent — Dick's  got  a  lot 
of  original  ideas  about  cupboards  and  things ;  but 
how  long  do  you  think  its  going  to  stay  decent 
when  we're  out  all  day  and  too  hungry  when  we 
come  in  to  think  of  anything  but  grub  and  then 
bed  ?  The  place  will  be  a  pigsty  in  a  week  !  So 
what  we  were  thinking  was,  if  you  and  Frank  would 
be  so  awfully  kind  as  to  come  out  and  lend  us  a 
hand,  it  would  be  the  very  thing ;  we'd  simply 
love  to  have  you,  Dick's  as  keen  as  I  am ;  and  it 
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would  be  such  a  lark  being  all  together.  I'm  afraid 
we  two  would  fight  like  terriers,  if  we  were  shut  up 
alone  all  the  time,  ten  miles  from  anywhere  ;  so 
it  would  be  a  charitable  act  to  come  to  the  rescue. 
Do  think  it  over ;  and  if  you  decide  yes,  cable  me 
and  I'll  send  along  the  passage  money  by  return. 
We've  nothing  to  wait  for  now  ;  and  it's  the  best 
tune  of  year  to  come.  It's  a  grand  country,  do 
you  both  heaps  of  good ;  and  I've  not  forgotten  all 
you  did  for  me,  you  know.  ..." 

Ruth's  first  impulse  on  reading  this  was  one 
of  hilarity. 

"  Oh,  Frank  !  The  dear  Kid  !  But,  only  think 
— me  to  keep  the  house,  and  you  to — to  keep  the 
books  !  " 

Jolivard  laughed  too,   but  turned  rather  red. 

"  Well,  Ruth,  you  surely  can't  suppose  I  wouldn't 
do  my  best  for  the  Kid  ?  I  couldn't  help  all  that 
other  muddle  ;  I  had  to  stand  by  Jimmy." 

"  Of  course,  you  silly  ass,  I  know  that !  It  was 
only  that  the  idea  struck  me  as  being  just  a  little 
amusing.  For  in  any  case,  your  business  ability — 
don't  be  offended,  but  it's  not  remarkable,  is 
it?  " 

"  Well,  I  dare  say,  it's  as  good  as  theirs,  anyway. 
And  I  shall  have  your  business  ability  to  back 
it." 

"  Suppose  I  keep  the  books,  then,  and  you  keep 
the  house — how  would  that  do  ?  " 

"  Well,  we  might  fix  it  that  way.  Or  turn  and 
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turn  about.  But  what  do  you  think,  would  you 
like  to  go  ?  " 

"  Well,  rather  !    What  do  you  say  ?  " 

"  I'd  love  it.  And,  besides,  I'd  like  to  be  able 
to  keep  an  eye  on  the  Kid — though,  to  be  sure,  he 
seems  able  to  manage  pretty  well  without  any- 
body's eye  !  Still,  he's  getting  older  ;  and — and, 
you  know,  I  think  Bryant  might  have  been  rather 
like  him,  under  different  circumstances." 

"  He's  determined  to  pay  his  little  debts  very 
fully,  isn't  he  ?  "  Jolivard  said,  referring  to  the 
letter  again.  "  It  wasn't  much  we  did  for  him. 
We  must  talk  it  over,  Ruth,  before  we  settle.  I 
don't  want  the  Kid  to  be  disappointed  in  us,  that's 
the  main  thing." 

"  Well,"  said  Ruth,  "  I  reckon  that's  in  our  own 
hands !  " 

So  the  matter  was  thoroughly  thrashed  out  and 
debated  from  all  points  of  view — except  one,  an 
obvious  one,  which  they  carefully  avoided.  Even 
Mrs.  Macdonald  was  consulted,  and  was  at  first 
rather  inclined  to  disapprove. 

"  Whit  way  would  ye  be  doin'  a  thing  like  that  ? 
Canna  I  please  ye  ?  " 

When  she  learnt  that  it  was  at  the  expressed 
desire  of  "  the  ither  laddie  "  that  they  were  going, 
she  gave  a  reluctant  consent. 

"  But  it's  no  the  country  where  she  is  ?  "  she  said 
to  Ruth,  with  sharp  suspicion. 

Ruth  hastened  to  reassure  her* 
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"  Oh,  no  ;  that's  America.  And  she  can't  touch 
him  now,  Mrs.  Macdonald.  She's  married  again." 

"  Serve  her  right  !  "  said  Mrs.  Macdonald  severely. 

And  so  at  last  the  cable  was  dispatched — they 
went  together  to  send  it  off — and  by  the  earliest 
mail  came  the  passage  money,  together  with  a  long 
letter  of  delight  at  their  acceptance  of  the  proposal, 
and  kindly — almost  paternal — advice  concerning 
the  journey. 

"  Try  and  come  out  on  my  boat,  if  you  can.  The 
officers  are  awfully  decent.  I  got  very  pally  with 
one  of  them  ;  if  you  mention  my  name  I  expect 
he'd  remember.  And  there's  a  very  comfortable 
cabin,  No.  47,  I  think,  right  in  the  best  part  of  the 
ship ;  some  people  I  knew,  Mr.  and  Mrs.  Davis, 
had  it  and  liked  it  so  much ;  book  that  if  you 
can." 

Then  there  was  a  postscript,  cryptic  at  first  and 
apparently  irrelevant : 

"  We  don't  get  much  outside  news  in  the  papers 
here  ;  but  a  friend  of  Dick's  takes  one  of  the  New 
York  weeklies,  and  always  sends  it  on  to  us." 

"  What  the  dickens  does  he  mean  by  that  ?  " 
said  Jolivard,  puzzling  over  it. 

"I'm  afraid  I  can  guess,"  Ruth  said.  "He's 
trying  to  put  it  delicately — the  report  of  our  case, 
you  know." 

"  Oh,  Lord  !  "  said  Jolivard.    Then  he  suddenly 
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sat  down  at  the  table  and  counted  the  passage 
money,  and  referred  to  a  document  they  had 
obtained  from  the  shipping  office ;  and  did  a  little 
calculation.  "  Oh,  I  say,  Ruth  !  "  he  exclaimed, 
half  in  remonstrance. 

"  Yes,  I  see,"  said  Ruth,  who  had  been  looking 
over  his  shoulder. 

And  then,  despite  themselves,  they  began  to 
laugh. 

"  Do  you  think  he  did  it  on  purpose  ?  "  said 
Jolivard. 

"  Well,  I  shouldn't  be  surprised  !  " 

Then  he  read  the  letter  again,  and  then  Ruth 
read  it  again  ;  and  then  they  regarded  each  other, 
with  the  same  unspoken  thought  in  their  eyes. 

"  Well,"  Jolivard  said  at  length,  "  what  do  you 
think  ?  He  doesn't  like  to  say  it  outright ;  but 
I'm  sure  it  would  please  him." 

Ruth  seemed  to  consider  a  little. 

"  Yes,  I  dare  say  you're  right,  Frank.  Besides, 
two  young  fellows  like  that — just  boys — it's  not 
very  good  for  them,  is  it  ?  " 

"  Would  you — mind  ?  "  he  inquired  awkwardly 
enough. 

"  No.    I  shouldn't  mind." 

"I'll  go  and  fix  things  up  with  the  registrar 
this  afternoon,  then.  Mrs.  Mac  shall  come  and 
be  a  witness,  in  her  best  bonnet." 

There  was  a  little  embarrassed  pause.  That 
staid,  elderly  air,  which  came  upon  them  always 
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when  their  Kid  was  under  discussion,  appeared  to 
be  deserting  them.  At  length  Ruth  said,  with  an 
obvious  effort  to  appear  quite  at  her  ease  : 

"  After  all,  we've  only  reversed  the  usual  order 
of  things.  We've  had  all  the  frumpy,  grumpy, 
quarrelsome  married  part  first ;  we've  got  nothing 
to  be  disillusioned  about." 

"  No,  not  a  thing.  And  now  we  shall  come  to 
our  honeymoon  without  misgivings." 

"  And  if  you  were  to  try  very  hard,  Frank," 
Ruth  remarked  demurely,  "  you  might  even  manage 
to  be — just  a  little — in  love  with  me,  some 
day." 

At  which  he  cried  out,  with  sudden  extraordinary 
vehemence  : 

"  Some  day !  Good  heavens,  Ruth,  what  do 
you  suppose  I'm  made  of  ?  " 

"  Hallo  !  "  exclaimed  Ruth,  affecting  astonish- 
ment. "  What  does  this  mean  ?  " 

He  subsided  at  once. 

"  Don't  be  frightened — I've  only  known  it 
lately — you  see,  I — I  never  felt  like  that  about 
anybody  before."  He  came  and  stood  before  her 
and  took  both  her  hands.  "  Are  you  awfully 
surprised  ?  " 

"  Surprised  ?  Well,  not  so  very  !  To  tell  the 
truth,  Frank,  I  think  you've  been  the  very  devil  of 
a  time  catching  up  !  I  was  there  weeks  ago  !  " 

"  You  were !  Oh,  Ruth !  When— when  did 
you  find  it  out  ?  " 


3io         THE  SHELTERED  SEX 

"  About  myself  ?  I  think  it  must  have  been 
when  I  found  that  I  couldn't  bear  Bryant,  or 
anybody  else " 

They  were  in  each  other's  arms  now,  talking  and 
laughing  together,  breathless  and  excited. 

"  I've  beaten  you,  then,  Ruth,  after  all,  for  I 
knew — for  certain — when  my  wife  wrote  that 
letter  asking  to  come  back." 

"  Did  you  ?     Oh — oh,  perhaps  I  did,  too." 

"  And  you've  known  it  all  this  time." 

"  And  so  have  you." 

"  Oh,  Ruth,  why  didn't  you  say  ?  " 

"  Well,  I  was  waiting  for  you." 

"  And  I  was  waiting  for  you." 

"  To  think  that  we  might  have  gone  on  waiting 
for  one  another  for  ever  and  ever !  What  an 
escape  !  " 

Brief  inaudible  interlude.  Then  Jolivard,  very 
red  and  rather  breathless,  stammered  out  : 

"  But,  you  see,  I  simply  couldn't  bear  the  idea 
of  your  taking  me  just  out  of  pity — it's  not  just 
out  of  pity,  is  it  ?  " 

"  No  fear  !  Why,  aren't  you  the  luckiest  and 
happiest  of  men  ?  What  do  you  want  to  be  pitied 
for  ?  " 

"  And  then,  besides,  it  did  seem  so  silly  to  give 
in,  after  all  we'd  said " 

"  And  after  all  the  other  people  had  said  !  " 

"  By  Jove,  Ruth,  what  will  they  say  now  ?  " 
'  Yes,  I  know  !    But  they  will  soon  have  nothing 
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left  to  be  shocked  at,  poor  little  dears.  How  dull 
they  will  feel !  " 

"  Yes,  we  shall  lose  our  reputations,  Ruth,  I'm 
afraid  there's  no  doubt  about  that." 

"  Oh,  dear  !  I  shall  feel  so  hideously  respect- 
able !  " 

"  Never  mind,"  he  said,  to  comfort  her,  "  there 
are  plenty  of  people  who  wouldn't  consider  it  legal, 
whatever  we  did." 

"  No,  I  suppose  not ;  we  must  console  ourselves 
with  that."  She  drew  a  little  closer,  and  put  both 
hands  upon  his  shoulders.  "  And  anyway — even 
if  it  wasn't  legal — would  you  care  ?  " 

"  Not  a  bit !    Would  you  ?  " 

"  Not  a  little,  little,  little  bit !  " 

"  We  must  remember,  then,  that  we  can  always 
claim  full  credit  for  everything  that's  been  said 
about  us.  In  theory  we  are  a  perfectly  abandoned 
couple,  however  appearances  may  belie  us.  No 
one's  deceived  ;  and  even  Jimmy  hasn't  committed 
perjury — in  theory." 

"  Ah,"  said  Ruth,  "I'm  sure  Jimmy  would  be 
glad  to  know  that !  " 

And  presently,  when  Jolivard  had  gone  out  to 
make  arrangements  for  the  slight  necessary  forma- 
lity, she  went  downstairs  to  the  kitchen,  and  said 
very  meekly  : 

"  Please,  Mrs.  Macdonald,  we  want  you  to  do 
something  for  us." 

Mrs.   Macdonald  was  sitting  sewing  in  a  hard 
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high-backed  chair,  with  her  feet  upon  the  fender. 
She  looked  up  at  Ruth  over  her  spectacles,  and 
said  : 

"  Eh  ?  " 

Ruth  stood  before  her,  like  a  big  shy  schoolboy 
before  a  grim  and  formidable  schoolmaster. 

"  I'm  afraid  you'll  be  angry,  you  won't  like 
doing  it.  We  want  you  to  come  and  help  us  get 
married." 

Mrs.  Macdonald  laid  down  her  work  in  her  lap. 

"An'  whit  way  would  ye  be  doin'  that  the  noo  ?  " 
she  inquired  sharply. 

"  Oh,  I  don't  know.  We  thought  it  was  a  good 
time  to  begin,  that's  all."  Ruth  glanced  up  at 
her,  and  for  a  moment  their  eyes  met. 

"Humph!"  said  Mrs.  Macdonald.  "Pretty 
pliskies  !  " 

After  a  minute  Ruth  ventured  again  : 

"  I  suppose  you  think  we  are  both  fools,  don't 
you,  Mrs.  Macdonald,  much  bigger  fools  than  your 
daughter  ?  But  it  really  is  entirely  for  the  sake  of 
the  Kid,  you  see." 

"  Eh  ?  "  said  Mrs.  Macdonald. 

Ruth  explained  : 

"  We  think  it  would  please  him  so,  you  know. 
It's  not  for  ourselves  we're  doing  it." 

"  Nay,"  said  Mrs.  Macdonald  dryly.  "  I  ken 
that." 

But  a  gleam  of  something  besides  criticism 
behind  the  spectacles  encouraged  Ruth  to  approach 
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until  she  stood  beside  the  high-backed  chair  with 
one  hand  on  Mrs.  Macdonald's  shoulder. 

"  So  you  won't  be  very  cross  with  us,  will  you  ? 
You  will  come,  when  we  want  you  to  so  much  ?  " 

Mrs.  Macdonald  still  sat  staring  straight  before 
her ;  and  without  moving  a  muscle,  save  that  one 
of  her  work-worn  hands  came  slowly  up  in  an 
absent-minded  fashion  until  it  clasped  Ruth's 
own. 

"  Aye,  mebbe  I  will.  Ye  won't  mak'  much 
differ,  I'm  thinkin',  whether  ye're  mairrit  or  not." 


THE   END. 


